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DEADLY COVER 


Two determined Reds, both wielding identical AK- 
47s, reached the area above Falconi’s position in the ~ 
trench. Falconi fired, striking his first target with a 


‘genuine heartbreaker that ground the vital organ to the 


consistency of hamburger. The dead man’s assault rifle 
slipped from his unfeeling grip while Falconi shifted his 
aim to take out target number two. 

An easy shot. 

- Falconi aimed, pulled his finger against the M-16's 
trigger and . _ nothing! The M-16 didn’t do a damn 
thing. He let the jammed weapon fall and was makinga 
play for his Colt .45 when the dead weight of the last 
Viet Minh he'd killed came spilling into the trench on 
top of him. 

Unable to prevent it from happening, Falconi 
collapsed, carried off his feet to the bottom of the 
trench by one hundred seventeen pounds of pure Red 
meat. Falconi tried pushing the dead man away while 
simultaneously attempting to free his Colt .45 from its 


holster. 


But it was too late. 

The other NVA trooper lowered the barrel of his 
assault rifle so he could blow Falconi away...and - 
Falconi couldn’t think of a damn thing to do to stop 


him. 
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“De Oppresso Liber” 


CHAPTER ONE 


Lieutenant Colonel Gregori Krashchenko reread the 
translation of the intelligence report for a third and 
final time, then separated the reports on his desktop 
“into five individual piles—five stacks of paper that 
might as well have been printed with shit for ink forall 
the good they did him. 

It was only the end of February, but if the last report 
he’d received from his contact in Saigon, Major Xong, 
‘was any indication of the way things were going to go 
for the rest of 1965, then the best advice Krashchenko 
could give himself was to find a deep hole somewhere 
and cover himself over. 

As an agent for the Komitet Gosudarstvennov Bezo- 
pasnosti—the KGB—Krashchenko’s performance 
record had been one of unblemished perfection prior to 
his being assigned to North Vietnam. At home, the 
~ name of Gregori Krashchenko was synonymous with 
the kind of hard-line devotion that came from ap- 
. proaching a problem, studying it thoroughly, and then 
. attacking it relentlessly until it was solved. 

Dedicated body and soul to doing everything within 
his power to further the cause of Communism through- 
out the world, Krashchenko had first gained the atten- 
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tion of his KGB superiors when he turned in a fellow 
officer for running Mother Russia’s proud name into 
the dirt. While such a patriotic gesture would have 
earned him a commendation as a matter of course, his 
actions elevated him even higher in the eyes of the 
Committee for State Security when it was discovered 
that the man he had so unceremoniously turned in to 
the authorities was his own cousin. 

Not that such petty details rated any significance 
with the ambitious young man. If peddling his wife’s 
manda on the streets of Moscow could have hurried his 
climb up the Party’s political ladder, the callous 
Krashchenko would not have hesitated ordering his 
spouse to spread her legs in the middle of Red Square. 

Which brought Krashchenko’s thoughts back to his 
previously untarnished record. Where before his work 
abroad had served as a shining inspiration to his 
colleagues back home, his performance of late left 
much to be desired. He was too much of a realist to: 
entertain any hopes that continual setbacks on his part ~ 
would be overlooked indefinitely. A smudge on his 
record here, a black mark there... and pretty soon 
Lieutenant Colonel Gregori Krashchenko would find 
himself up to his ass counting Siberian snowflakes. 

Such a fate iad been visited upon others. It could 
easily happen to him. 

And all because of Major Robert Falconi and his 
damned detachment of renegades known as the Black 
Eagles! How the wily American and his band of raiders - 
had managed to survive up until now remained a total 
mystery to Krashchenko, but curse their luck—Falconi 
and his Black Eagles were still going strong. 

Krashchenko reached for the cup of tea on his desk 
and drank what remained of the flower-scented liquid 
in a single gulp. The tea had grown cold, but was 
- satisfying just the same. A small pleasure. Recently 


. there had been so little to celebrate about any aspect of 

- his work that Krashchenko now welcomed anything, 
however small, that would pull him out of his mental 
slump. 

Across from Krashchenko sat Major Truong Van, 
the KGB agent’s counterpart within the North Viet-~- 
namese Army’s G-2. Truong, a senior intelligence — 
officer in his own. right, had been assigned to assist 
Krashchenko in his duties while he was in North 

Vietnam, as well as to serve as an interpreter. 

‘ Truong waited politely until the lieutenant had 
finished drinking his tea, then: initiated a discussion 
that could no longer be avoided. ~ 

“This latest report from Bua,” Truong began, “takes - 
the song from my spirits, comrade.” 

Krashchenko grunted, setting the empty teacup back 
on his desk. The Bua Truong referred to was the code 
name Major Xong operated under. ; 

“As you say, comrade, there is nothing in the report 
to give us reason to lift our voices in song,” 
Krashchenko said. “Both Tsing and Ngai have been 
killed. Our entire Saigon intelligence-gathering opera- 
tion is in a shambles, and Major Xong now faces the 
difficult task of rebuilding an organization that took 
him years to construct before he will be of much use to 
us again. Rest assured, Comrade Truong, the musi- 
‘cians of my heart are not preparing a concert, either.” 

Truong shrugged his narrow shoulders. “It appears 
50 many of my brave and illustrious countrymen have 
made the supreme sacrifice for naught,” he said. “For 
while they have perished, that gangster Falconi and his 
band of outlaws continues to roam free. Clearly, such 
disappointing information as contained in Bua’s report 
represents a substantial problem for me... or to be 
more accurate ...a substantial problem for us.” 

“ “A sinking ship bears many passengers to the bottom 
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of the sea,” Krashchenko stated. “Your problems are 
my problems, and my problems are yours. Is that what 
you mean?” 

“As you suggest, we are passengers on a cruise 
booked for us by our superiors. If the ship that is our 
mission sprouts enough holes, then our passage across 
the sea could be curtailed before we reach our 
destination.” 

“And if the ship sinks,” Krashchenko concluded, 
goaded into picking up Truong’s line of thought 
whether he wanted to or not, “we sink with it.” 

Truong nodded. “Precisely.” 

“And how do you rate our situation now, comrade?” 
Krashchenko held up the latest report from the South. 
“Especially after these recent developments in Saigon 
have come to light. Do you believe that we are still on 
course?” 

“Most assuredly,” Truong decided, then added as a 
cautious afterthought, “but we are taking on water.” 

- Krashchenko settled back into the dubious comforts 
of the hard wooden chair at his desk. Of course, Major 
- Truong was correct in his assessment of the situation. 
’ Damn the obvious! If something wasn’t done soon to 
bring the outrageous successes of Falconi and his Black 
Eagles to a screeching halt, then both Krashchenko’s 
and Truong’s promising careers would piss themselves 
dry against a hurricane of failure. 

Earlier in the month the picture had seemed ‘much 
brighter. Having received an invitation from the North 
Vietnamese, Soviet Prime Minister Aleksei Kosygin 
had traveled to Hanoi, there to discuss an increase of 
Soviet military aid. Fully prepared to comply with 
the understandable request for increased assistance, 
Kosygin’s offer of aid carried with it the condition that 
the North Vietnamese seek a compromise solution to 
their escalating conflict with the South. 
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~ Wary of the possibility that a step-up in hostilities 

. between the two sides could eventually disturb the 
Soviet policy of peaceful coexistence with the United 
States, Prime Minister Kosygin had pulled out all the 
stops in presenting the options for an honorable 
settlement to the war. 

_The last thing the U.S.S.R. wanted was a showdown 
with the Americans. Unless the North Vietnamese were 
prepared to negotiate a compromise with the enemy, 
the increased military aid they so urgently required 
would not be given. 

But the North Vietnamese Communists, Ho Chi 
Minh and General Vo Nguyen Giap in particular, had 
refused even to consider the proposal. One Soviet 
official who participated in the talks had effectively 
summed up the attitude of Hoand Giap by labeling the 
pair as a couple of “stubborn bastards.” 

Simply put, Kosygin’s back was to the wall. On the 
one hand he was eager to help, but until the North 
Vietnamese capitulated to the Soviet Union’s condi- 
tion for rendering that aid, the prime minister could 
not fulfill their request. 

It was a matter of principle. A matter of pride. 

The stalemate could have lasted indefinitely, but 
three days into Kosygin’s visit to Hanoi, in the quiet 

morning hours of February 7, a contingent of North 
Vietnamese soldiers attacked the U.S. base near 
Pleiku. In the battle that followed, the Americans 
suffered eight casualties. Their number of wounded 
totaled more than a hundred. . 

Almost immediately, the American forces retaliated 
by launching a bombing strike against the North 
Vietnamese army camp near Dong Hoi. Subsequent 
raids quickly followed—the initial result of which 
being that Kosygin could no longer refuse to provide 
the military aid that Ho and Giap had requested. 
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- And unconditional aid at that! 

While the unofficial consensus within the Soviet 
hierarchy was that the NVA had probably staged the 
attack on Pleiku to goad the Americans into retaliat- 
ing, as they had done, the fact remained that in order to 
uphold its image as a defender of Communism 
worldwide the Soviet Union could do no less than give 

‘the North Vietnamese a blank check for everything 
they wanted. 

Ten days after Kosygin returned to Moscow the 
supplies had begun pouring in . . . surface-to-air mis- 
siles, artillery, automatic weapons and ammuni- 
tion... .everything the North Vietnamese needed to 
sustain a conflict with the American “aggressors.” 

Meanwhile, the bombing raids of the United States 
bombers continued unchecked, and the war that might 
have been brought to a negotiated settlement now 
raged ahead, out of control. 

The corners of Krashchenko’s mouth turned down 
in a frown when he thought of where the escalating ~ 
friction between the two Viethams could lead. Alread 
there was talk that within the next couple of weeks 
American Marines would be deployed to defend the’ 
airfield at Danang. After that, it was anybody’s guess. 
It didn’t take a degree in physics, though, to figure out 
that if the U.S. was willing to commit its combat troops 
to the South Vietnamese cause, then the Americans 
were prepared to stick it out for the long haul. 

“Gavno'” Krashchenko swore in a whisper. 

“I beg your pardon, comrade?” Truong, whose ears 
were worse than radar, looked over at Krashchenko. 
“You said something?” 

Krashchenko shook his head. “I was only thinking 
aloud. I was thinking that you and I are both intelligent 
men.” 

“Yes,” Truong agreed. “We have not succeeded in 
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attaining our respective stations by acting as fools. 
That role is not ours to play.” 

“And so as intelligent men, Comrade Truong, it 
would seem that between us we could come up with the 
solution to eliminate the Black Eagles dilemma once 
and for all.” 

“That is so,” Truong said. “With minds as ‘keen as 
ours we should have no difficulty finding the answer 
which we seek.” He paused to pour himself a fresh cup 
of tea, then continued. “I offer no disrespect to you, 
Comrade Krashchenko, but would it not be easier for 
us to deal with the Black Eagles situation if we weren’t 
burdened with the added responsibility of trying to 
take Major Falconi alive?” 

-“Naturally.” Krashchenko pushed himself away 
from his desk and stood, stretching his legs. “Disposing 
of the entire Black Eagles gang ina single blow would 
be easier, but at the risk of losing what we would gain 

‘from capturing Major Falconi and returning him to 
Moscow, the cost is far too high.” 

“I know, I know. And all because the major’s mother 
was born in Russia,” Truong stated. 

“Correct, comrade. Major Falconi’s mother entered 
the United States asa Russian Jewish refugee. As such, 
she fled her homeland illegally. By Soviet law she is still 
a Russian citizen; which means that Major Falconi, the 
son of a Soviet citizen, could be tried for treason and as 
a war criminal if we could ever get him back to Moscow 
for trial.” 

Truong chuckled softly. “The embarrassment to the 
West would be tremendous.” 

“And that is why I have continued to insist that all 
efforts be made to take Major Falconi alive.” 

“Very well,” Truong acquiesced, “It shall be as you 
say. Sadly, though, we are no nearer to apprehending 
our objective today than we were yesterday. Perhaps, 
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Comrade Krashchenko, as.a member of that esteemed. 
organization to which you belong, you would welcome 
the opportunity to become less of a spectator in our 
present endeavors.” 

“What? Take to the field, you mean?” 

“Not at all,” Truong replied, quick to defend his 
position. “I am only suggesting that our luck may 
improve if we depend more on contacts you have access 
to, rather than relying so heavily on sources I have 
nurtured.” 

Krashchenko grumbled, “If I didn’t know you were 
in this as deep as I am, comrade, I could almost believe 
you were toying with the idea of jumping ship on me.” 
And before the suddenly stammering Major Truong 
could defend against the obvious, Krashchenko 
shrewdly pushed on. “But your suggestion of greater 
participation on my part—and that of increased access 
to KGB-generated contacts—makes sense. It is a wise 
man, indeed, who is not ashamed to look to his brother 
‘for help.” 

“Only a fool swims alone,” Truong countered, the 
tone of his voice telling Krashchenko he -was satisfied 
with the course the conversation had taken. “But to the 
problem at hand. May I be so bold as to suppose that 
you have a plan for returning us to ie good graces of 
our superiors?” 

“I have a plan. Yes.” 

“Cai do tot” the major exclaimed in his native 
tongue. “That is good. I shall slumber with dreams of 
honey and sunshine once the Black Eagles are disposed 
of and Major Falconi is made our prisoner. That man 
is a demon. He fights like a tiger!” 

“True,” Lieutenant Colonel Gregori Krashchenko 
concurred. “But even a tiger sleeps.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 


The tiger was awake and fighting for his life. \ 

Minutes before the Communists launched their late- 
night attack on the Special Forces “B” camp in the 
boonies north of Khe Sahn, Major Robert Falconi had 
been outside his bunker, surveying the perimeters of 
the base from one end to the other. 

Standing six feet, one inch tall, with broad shoul- 
ders, black crew-cut hair, and sea-green eyes that could . 
outstare a grizzly, Falconi knew without having to be 
told twice that the honchos upstairs calling the shots 
had been right: He and the rest of his Black Eagles team 
had overstayed their welcome at “B” camp. 

According to the decision makers at MACV-SOG, it 
was time to move on. 

So what else was new? Sitting with their butts parked 
on Charlie’s doorstep, so near to the DMZ, had beena 
‘first-class pain in the ass from day one. If they weren’t 
busy repelling the periodic mortar and infantry 
assaults by Ho’s Hopheads, then their time was wasted 
combating the stifling boredom that could eat away at 
their morale faster than campaign promises disap- | 
peared after an election. 

So, no .. . pulling up stakes at this stage of the game 
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and relocating further south to the Special Forces base 
-at Buon Brieng made every kind of sense to Falconi. 

He checked the time on his watch. Ten-thirty PM. 
Another thirty minutes and the Bell UH-I Hueys 
would arrive to pick them up. From “B” camp the 
Black Eagles would first be flown to Quang Ngai, there 
to refuel and take on additional supplies and .passen- 
‘gers before continuing the ride to Buon Brieng. 

Behind him, below in the bunker that had frequently 
served as home to the Black Eagles, Falconi could hear 
his men raucously bickering and complaining as they 
went about the business of packing their gear for the 
upcoming journey. They were good men, the best, 
every last one of them, and if Falconi held a single 
major regret about being chosen to serve as the Black 
Eagles’ commanding officer, it was that so many of the 
men who had bravely followed him into battle were no 
longer alive. 

At present, the roster under Falconi’s leadership 
numbered fourteen strong. Since the inception of their 
SOG team during the closing months of 1964, nearly 
forty dedicated soldiers in all had donned the Black 
Eagles unit insignia—an emblem depicting a black bird 
of prey, wings extended, a yellow sword in one talon, a 
blazing bolt of red lightning carried in the other—as 
they waged war against the North Vietnamese 
Communists and their allies. 

. Without question the casualty rate experienced by 
_ the team was appalling, an inescapable reminder that 
the special assignments the Black Eagles drew were 
extraordinarily dangerous; not the kind of sorties 
passed out to green troops or classroom Officers. 

Each and every one of Falconi’s troops was expert in 
his respective field, be it demolition, intelligence, or 
just plain getting mean and nasty when it came to 
squaring off with the NVA Communists. Falconi’s 
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were men devoted to one.another as brothers and, as 
their leader, he knew that if he must participate in the 
Vietnam conflict at Sneaky Pete’s beck and call, then 
he could do no better than to have the Black Eagles 
fighting. at his side. 

“Whatsamatter, Falcon?” Staff Sergeant Archibald 
Dobbs, point man and pathfinder for the team, 

-emerged from the bunker to stand next to Falconi. 
Overly fond of women, booze, and pot, but not 
necessarily in that order, Dobbs was a seven-year 
veteran whose talent for getting into trouble was 
equaled by his uncanny ability to steer the Black Eagles 
safely through hordes of NVA troops while operating 
well behind enemy lines. “Don’t tell me you're gettin’ 
fuckin’ nostalgic over kissing this dump good-bye?” 

Falconi shook his head. “That s not it, Dobbs. I just 
came up to get some fresh air.” 

“I know just what you mean, Falcon. Pve been in 
steam rooms back in the States with more ventilation.”. 
’ “That's not saying much.” Falconi jerked his right 
thumb back toward the bunker. “Everybody ready to 
go?” 

“More or less, yeah.” 

“Good. What was all the noise about?” 

“Mostly Malpractice,” Dobbs answered, referring to 
Sergeant First. Class Malcom “Malpractice” 
McCorckel—the team’s medic and one of the few 
surviving members of the Black Eagles’ first mission. 
“He was swearing at me.” 

“Oh? And why would he be swearing at you?” 

Dobbs shrugged, scratching at the back of his nearly 
clean-shaven head. “Who knows? All I did was ask him 
to help me carry my gear out to the airstrip when the 
choppers show up. Next thing I know he’s reaming my 
ass out with every choice word in the book.” 

“Why ‘should. Malpractice want to’ help tote your 
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'. gear, Dobbs? You got arms.” 

“Well, yeah, sure I do,” the team’s point man 
grinned, “but taking that hit in Saigon really did me 
in.* My strength ain't been the same since.” 

“Bullshit,” Falconi told him. “Just because he helped , 
save your ass after you were dumb enough to get 
creamed in the shoulder doesn’t mean Mal has to dance 
when you sing. Your shoulder’s fine. The docs did give 
you a clean bill of health before they shipped you back 
to us.” 

“Which is what Malpractice was just explaining to 
me,” Dobbs laughed, then added, “more or less.” 

“Shit, Dobbs,” Falconi said. “Ya never give up, do 

” - 

“Not when I have a choice.” 

“Yeah, well, you don’t have a—” Falconi began, but 
before he could finish his sentence a series of 
thundering explosions erupted from the northernmost 

section of the camp as a half-dozen i incoming mortar 
rounds dropped from the sky. 

“Falcon!” Dobbs hollered, but the leader of the 
Black Eagles was already turning and retracing his 
steps into the bunker. 

“Surf's up!” Falconi called to his men as he rushed 
inside. “Time to hang ten.” 

Sergeant First Class Calvin Cainer a tall, 
‘brawny black man whose specialty with the detach- 

ment was in booby-traps and high explosives, shouted 
in answer to Falconi’s call to action. “Screw the ‘hang 
ten’ crap, Falcon! Let’s hang all the bastards!” 

“Yeah!” chorused the remaining Black Eagles 
- in unison as everyone reached for their weapons 
and Charlie Tripper, the team’s Supply Sergeant, 
began passing out pairs of M26 grenades to those who 
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wanted them. 

“Trick or treat,” the rotundly built Tripper an- © 
nounced, handing out the grenades like he might have 
pieces of Halloween candy. “Use ’em in good health.” 

“Sure as damn well gonna try,” drawled Petty 
Officer Second Class Blue Richards as he accepted - 
Tripper’s gifts. Named after his “daddy's favorite houn’ 
dawg,” the wiry Alabaman was from the navy SEALS 
and served as an able backup to Culpepper’s demo 
work. “We’re gonna blow them Commie suckahs all 
the way to fuckin’ Mars!” 

Outside the bunker another fresh barrage of incom- 
ing mortar rounds could be heard striking the camp, 
the shaking rumble of their multiple impacts splashing 
through “B” base like a tidal wave pounding a shoreline 
of glass. The tremendous noise from the mortar blasts 
were still reverberating throughout the sticky night air 
when the base’s defense positions responded to the . 
Red’s attack with some firepower of their own—the - 
camp’s battery of 81mm mortars and M-79 grenade 
launchers, augmented by Dusters of twin 40mm 
cannons, uniting with the clamor of automatic weap- 
. ons that was springing up from both sides of the 
assault. 

The pathetic sounds of some poor soul screaming 
_ hysterically came filtering into the close confines of the 
bunker as Master Sergeant Duncan “Top” Gordon 
cautiously made his way over to Falconi. A seventeen- 
year vet who had earned a silver star and two purple 
hearts for services rendered during the Korean War, 
Gordon was a tall, husky, dark-featured man who 
rarely smiled. A tough, hard-as-nails soldier, it was 
“Top” Gordon's duty to maintain discipline and 
efficiency within the unit. | 

“Any special orders, sir?” Gordon asked Falconi, the 
expression of anticipation on the MSG’s face a clear 
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indication that he was anxious for Falconi to issue 
instructions. 

“Play it by ear, Top,” Falcon told the man. “We 
don’t know for sure yet what kind of goin’ away party 
Charlie's got planned for us. As soon as we do know, 
we'll act accordingly.” 

“Right, major,” Gordon nodded, then barked to the 
others in a voice tinged with angry excitement. 
“Awright, men, this is the way it’s gonna be: 
Malpractice ... you, Barker, and Tripper stay: here’ 
and secure the hooch. Whitaker, Maywood, Martin 
and Swift Elk come with me; the rest of you guys stick 
with Falcon. We're going up top for a looksee, after 

which we'll know where to point our weapons and 
throw our grenades.” 

“You heard the Top,” Falconi shouted as soon as 
Gordon had finished. “It’s time to chew ass!” 

“Red Commie ass!” Culpepper bellowed. 

And then the Black Eagles ran charging from the 
safety of the bunker, Gordon and his men branching 
off and running for the protection of the trenches to the 

’ left, Falconi leading his men toward an area behind the 
dubious security of a sandbagged trench far off the 
right-hand corner of the bunker. 

Moonlight struggled to push through the canopy of 
clouds overhead, but for the most part the night 
~ belonged to the darkness. Away from the insulating 
effects of the bunker, the sounds of the ongoing battle 
were monstrous, jolting Falconi’s awareness with each 
passing second. Everywhere seemed a haven for 
thunder and smoke. The shooting, the grenades, the 
mortars, and the screams of the wounded played off 
one another against the escalating exchange of gunfire. 

Hell’s music, thought Falconi. Old Hickory’s play- 

ing my song! 

Bullets sang viciously through the air, cutting 
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zigzagging patterns about them; patterns that could as 
easily strike a man down as not. Falconi’s M-16 was 
locked in the steely grip of his right hand. Its selective- 
fire lever was turned to full-auto, and it had a thirty-_ 
round detachable box magazine stocked and ready to 
go. Two spare twenty-round magazines were tucked 
inside utility pouches attached to his belt. 

In the shoulder holster under his left arm Falconi 
carried old dependable—the .45 caliber 1911A1 Colt 
that had given him the tactical edge and saved his hide 
so many times in the past. Before the fight was over, he 
knew he would need the Colt again. 

~ A muted whummmping noise came from one of the 
camp’s M29s just as Falconi and the rest gained the . 
protection of the sandbagged trench they'd been 
running for. Moments later the sky overhead was 
illuminated by the day-glow brilliance of a flare. A 
second flare immediately trailed the first, and for the 
first time that night Falconi was able to get a good look 
at the enemy. 

“What kind of shit’s going on?” he wanted to know. 

“Bad kind of shit, Falcon,” Culpepper, sliding into 
the trench beside Falconi, reported the obvious. “This 
ain’t no ordinary picnic. We got enough rice rats out 
there to run a convention.” 

“Fuck this crap,” Archie Dobbs protested. “Some- 
body get me a drink.” 

Chun Kim, a Korean marine sergeant whose MOS i in 
_ light infantry weapons was enhanced by his expertise in 
Tai Kwan Do karate, hunched his stocky, extremely 
muscular body against the sandbags. “The Commu- 
nists’ behavior this evening is most unusual, indeed. It 
appears we are facing the largest force yet to attack our 
base.” 

“Don’t y’all say it like it’s some special privilege,” 
Blue Richards objected, just before an enemy mortar 
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round struck the ground twenty-five feet beyond the | 
rim of their trench, pelting Falconi and everyone else 
_with a shower of dirt clods and stones. “I mean, it ain’t 
exactly like them silly-ass Reds are doin’ us a favor!” 
Falconi, bringing his M-16’s barrel over the top of 

the sandbags, was amazed at the number of Viet Minh 
participating in the attack. Two nights ago they’d been 
hit in a similar fashion, but the assault force then had 
only been about half the size of the one facing them 
now. : 
Everywhere he looked, from left to right beneath the 
artificial illumination of the flares, the entire hillside 
surrounding “B” camp seemed to be crawling with 
Communists. As he watched, dozens of the screaming 
and yelling black-clad figures were slowly but steadily 
drawing nearer to their position. __ 

Falconi frowned. The coils of barbed wire that 
should have been covering the ground to about fifty 
yards out from their trench had -been all but destroyed 
by the incoming mortar fire. Ditto for the mines that 
had guarded the area. A couple more well-placed hits 
and Ho’s sheep would have a clear shot at the base. 

“Nuts to that!” Falconi growled, opening up with his 
M-16 and grunting with satisfaction as two of the 
Communists leading the attack suddenly discovered 
how easy it was to die—the first Red taking a pair of 
Falconi’s 5.56 x 45mm rounds through the chest and 
throat, while his partner in death perished when a 
single bullet caught him through the roof of his mouth 
and blew out the back of his skull in a blinding flash. 

“Hey, Falcon!”Culpepper hollered, noting the hits. 
“Good shootin’!” 

“Just trying to show you guys how it’s done.” 

“I still wouldn’t mind that drink,” Dobbs insisted, 
and then he and all of the others were blasting away at 
the onrushing North Vietnamese. 
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“Hooooweeee!” Blue Richards sounded like he 
might have been trying to call some of his daddy’s hogs. 
back home as he skillfully picked off the soldier he’d 
been trying to hit, then directed his fire toward another 
likely target. “This is just like bein’ in a friggin’ turkey 
shoot ‘afore Thanksgiving Day!” 

An enemy bullet tore at the sandbag next. to 
Richards’s head and he quickly ducked out of sight. 

“It’s like a turkey shoot, all right,” Dobbs protested, 
“only these damn turkey’s are shooting back!” 

The men manning the M29s inside the camp were 
doing a splendid job of keeping one of the flares flying 
- at all times. Before one had a chance to die out, another 
flare was quickly launched to take its place. The 
efficiency of the mortar crews was both a blessing and a 
curse: On the one hand the brightly illuminated sky 
would make it impossible for the Reds to do anything 
-without: being seen, but the flip side of that coin meant 
that the Communists, who had pretty much ripped 
apart the outer defenses of the base, could use the extra 
light to their advantage, too. 

Already, Falconi could see that some of the more 
enterprising Communists had reached as close as 
twenty-five feet to the trenches before being stopped.. 
And the bastards showed no indication of letting up. 
As soon as one of the attackers went down, two more of 
his buddies appeared to leap at the opportunity to take 
his place at the front of the line. Evidently, the NVA’s 
plan was to overrun the base by the strength of sheer 
numbers alone. 

Unfortunately, Falconi considered, as the black-clad 
sea of hate surged further up the hill, it was a plan that 
could work! 

Sergeant Kim quit firing and leaned his rifle against 
the side of the trench, then withdrew one of the 
grenades Tripper had given him from his pocket. 
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Gripping the grenade so its lever was secure, Kim 
‘pulled the safety pin free, then threw the M26as hard as 
he could, over the rim of the sandbagged trench and 
down the hill. He had time to bring his M-16 back into 
his arms before the grenade went off, its detonation 
accompanied by the satisfying cries of several dying or 
maimed Viet Minh. 
“Good throw, Kim,” Falconi commented. 

“Thank you, major,” Kim smiled, the action all but 
making his eyes completely disappear. “I thought our 
visitors might like to play catch.” 

Falconi grinned. “Sounds like you were right.” 

“Shit, Falcon,” Culpepper said, turning to Falconi 
as another incoming mortar round blew apart more of 
the base’s outer defenses. “This ain’t no good. Charlie’s 
gettin’ blowed up left, right, and center, but he just 
keeps right on coming. It’s weird, man. Don’t they 
know that we’re serious about holding this hill?” 

“Crap!” Dobbs interjected, “If they're this sore 
about us leaving the neighborhood, why couldn’t they 
just politely ask us to stay?” 

“There’s too damn many of ’em!” Richards drawled. 

_ “Just keep firing,” Falconi ordered, wondering to 
himself how the rest of the Black Eagles were doing. 


“Ha!” Petty Officer Second Class Durwood 
“Sparks” Martin laughed aloud as he successfully 
brought down his sixth consecutive hit. “I got me 
another one!” 

“The only good Commie is a dead Commie,” said 
Sergeant First Class Ray Swift Elk. A full-blooded 
American Sioux, Swift Elk had twelve years of military 
service under his belt. Lean and muscular, standing a 
fraction of an inch under six feet tall, with copper- 
colored skin, a prominent nose and high cheekbones, 
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the intelligence sergeant slid down within the protec- 
tive cover of the trench he was in as automatic weapons 
fire from the enemy chewed up turf just beyond the 
tops of the sandbags. 

“Love that slogan of yours, Swift Elk,” Staff 
Sergeant Dennis “Skinny” Maywood reported in the 
deep basso voice that was the diminutive man’s 
trademark. By no stretch of the imagination a tall 
individual, rumor had it that when Skinny Maywood 
enlisted he had deliberately struck himself on the head 
with a hammer in order to raise a bump on his skull so 
he could pass the army’s minimum height require- 
ments. A scrapper by nature and necessity, Maywood 
had spent much of his life proving to disbelievers that- 
-he wasn’t the easy pushover his physical appearance 
said he was. “‘The only good Commie is a dead 
Commie,’” he repeated Sergeant Swift Elk’s statement. 
“No disrespect intended, but I never heard somethin’ 
funny like that comin’ from an Indian.” 

“That’s because at home we don’t get much chance,” 
Swift Elk said honestly as more mortar rounds 
saturated the ground in and around the base. 

The Communist assault against this side of “B” camp 
was proving to be just as fierce as the one confronting 
Falconi and the others on their side. Although the 
American defense teams had continually slammed 
away at the enemy lines since the onset of the attack, 
the stubborn Reds seemed determined to take the 
Special Forces base without regard to life or limb. 
Already a staggering number of NVA troops had 
fallen; their bodies—in mutilated pieces and chunks— 
littering the hillside about the camp like grim debris 
after a hellish storm. 

Top Gordon’s eardrums felt like Mickey Mantle had 
used his head for batting practice. The incessant 
gunfire and exploding mortars had hammered his 
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senses to a point where it practically hurt him to think. 
Of course, the fact that he was alive and could still 
think was reason enough for him to celebrate the 
occasion by keeping his complaints to himself. 
He hadn’t pulled through Korea in one piece by 
_ constantly moaning and groaning about things that 
pissed him off then, and he wasn’t about to start to 
“now. Wars weren't Supposed to be easy, damnit, as the 
dandy that was sams here in Vietnam plainly 
- showed. 

Gordon glanced over his shoulder at the interior of © 

the camp they were defending. Their Special Forces 

- outpost was small. Even with the added support of the 
Black Eagles backing them up, the total number of 
military personnel stationed at “B” camp amounted to 
little better than twenty-five men. 

The automatic weapons and light artillery employed 
to defend the camp could be claimed as valuable prizes 

- should the enemy take the base, but when matched 
side-by-side with the enemy’s mounting casualty list, 
not even capturing the weaponry at the camp fully 
justified the kind of assault the North Vietnamese were 
staging. 

Apparently, Gordon decided, the Communists’ 
objective behind their attack could only mean that 
acquiring the weapons was secondary to their overall 
mission. The Reds were after something more. 

But what? 

“Begging’ your pardon, sir?” Sergeant George 
Whitaker, of the Australian Army SAS, called above 
the din of the battle to get Top’s attention. “Sergeant 
Gordon?” 

- Top turned to the sound of the voice. “Yeah, what is 
it, Whitaker?” 

The tall Aussie heavy weapons specialist thumbed — 

-away a line of sweat from beneath the brim of his digger 


26 


hat. “We're hittin’ the beggars with everything we've - 
got,” he began, the accent of his homeland discernible 
even over the noise of the fighting, “but our best ain’t 
good enough. The bastards keep getting closer.” 

“So I noticed.” Gordon stood with his M-16 in hand 
and, aiming over the top of the sandbag barricade, 
flexed his trigger finger and emptied the remaining half 
of the gun’s thirty-round magazine into the middle ofa 
group of advancing NVAs. He had the pleasure of 
witnessing three more enemy soldiers bite the dust, 
then dropped down into the trench again to reload. “I 
understand what you’re saying to me, Whitaker,” he 
said. “We're in one hell of a fix. Essentially, Charlie's 

- got us pinned-down and outnumbered, and continues 
to gain on our position despite all we’ve done to 
prevent that from happening.” 

“Precisely, sir.” 

Gordon finished inserting a full magazine into his 
M-16 and closed the bolt by pushing the bolt stop lever; 
that action fed a fresh round into the chamber. “So, 
what’s your point, Whitaker?” 

The Australian SAS man shrugged. “None, I guess. 
Just feeling frustrated, I suppose.” 

_ “Tell me about it sometime. Frustration’s part . the 
job. ” 

Then Gordon and Whitaker turned their attention 
with the others in their group to the immediate task at 
hand—killing the North Vietnamese invaders before 
they could kill them. Flares floated above their heads 
like miniature artificial suns. Both sides were still 
trading mortar rounds, while the constant pow-kapow- 
kapowing of the 40mm twin cannons could have been 
mistaken from a distance as a foundry working 
overtime. 

Again, Gordon contemplated the real motive behind 
the Reds’ impressive nighttime attack, noting as his 
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marksmanship brought down another pair of Viet 
Minh that the original troop strength of the NVA 
assault force had been greatly reduced. Good. The - 
NVA participants in the raid were losing the numerical 
advantage they had enjoyed at the start of the fight. 

Yet, why had the Communists committed such a 
large number of men in the first place? What in hell, 
’ Gordon asked himself, made this Special Forces camp 
so vital in the eyes of the NVA strategists who had 
ordered the attack that they would willingly sacrifice so 
many of their own to claim it? What’n hell were they 
after? . 

And then like a bolt of cold lightning, Gordon had 
the answer. He knew what the Communists wanted! 


“... they want us!” Falconi was shouting. “The Red 
sons of bitches could care less about taking this piddly- 
shit hill of ours .. . they’re here for us!” 

“Aw, no,” Dobbs didn’t want to believe the bad 
news. “Ya gotta be kiddin, Falcon?” 

“Not this time, Archie. The Reds are hitting the 
camp heavy like this so they can crush the Black Eagles 
once and for all. Think about it. What I’m sayin’ makes 

sense.” 
- Culpepper heaved one of his grenades over the 
barricade and down the hill to where a couple of enemy 
NVA were using the bodies of their dead comrades for 
cover. One of the pair saw the grenade land, but before 
he had time to even climb to his hands and knees and 
try to escape, the fragmentation device exploded— 
ripping the instantly-dead Communist and his hapless 
pal nearby to slippery ribbons of torn and bleeding 
flesh. 

“I always did look on our missions as a way of 
shoving a hair up Ho’s ass,” Culpepper commented. 
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“Guess this proves I was right.” 

“Ain’t you the bright one?” Dobbs smirked, then ran 
his tongue over his dry lips. “Boy, am I thirsty!” _ 

“Besides up a creek, where’s that leave us?” Blue 
Richards wanted to know. “I ain’t been a part of this 
crazy outfit long enough to want to check out the hard 
way.” 

“Hmmmph,” Culpepper supplied, “just ‘cause I’m 
one of the oldtimers doesn’t mean I’m gonna start 
cryin’ seniority. on you, Blue.” Like Falconi and 
Malpractice McCorckel, Culpepper was one of the few 
to beat the odds of survival by living through every 
Black Eagles mission to date. “Checking out early is 
one ticket I never aim to claim.” 

“Yeah, well if it’s all the same to Charlie out there,” 
Blue added, “I don’t want to buy the ticket, either.” 

Unexpectedly, then, the incoming mortars suddenly 
went silent, followed abruptly after that by the artillery 
inside the camp shutting down. It took Falconiand the 
rest, so used to hearing the constant exchange of 
weaponry, a couple of seconds before they realized 
everything had gone quiet. 

Chun Kim tilted his head to one side and listened. 
“What have we got going? A cease-fire?” 

“Maybe,” Dobbs sounded hopeful, “Charlie decided 
we weren't worth the effort after all? Whatta ya say, 
Falcon? Are the Reds takin’ their toys and goin’ 
home?” 

- Falcon shook his head. “No cigar this go round, 
Dobbs. Listen!” 

From beyond where they were in the trench the men 
could barely hear it at first, soft-spoken words carried 
through the night, starting with one group of enemy 
soldiers, then picked up by another and another. 
Words repeated over and over again. Chanting. The 
NVA voices joining together and slowly increasing in 
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volume until it became obvious to everyone what the 
Reds were saying. 
“Mat tro’i moc! Mat tro’i moc!” Over and over the 
Communists repeated their chant. 
_. “What the hell ‘re they jawin’ about?” Blue asked. 

“It is to build courage for the final assault against 
us,” Chun Kim. explained to the Southerner. “The 
words they keep repeating mean sunrise.” 

Bllue frowned. “Sunrise?” 

“It means that when the sun comes up in the 
morning, either they'll be alive or we will.” Falconi 
rubbed the palm of his hand across his chin. “The 
chanting serves a dual purpose: It’s a psychological 
boost for them, and att the same time it’s supposed to 
scare the shit outta us.” 

“And me without a pair of clean pants,” Dobbs 
sriped. 

“Mat tro’i moc! Mat tro’i moc! Louder and louder 
the chanting grew, faster now, the enemy forces 

working themselves up into a frenzy for the bloodshed 
still to come. 

“Spread out more,” Falconi said. “When they get 
-here I don’t want us to be clumped together like a 

_ bunch of fuckin’ grapes.”. 

Richards turned to Falconi as he and. the others 
spaced themselves further apart as ordered. On the 
_ opposite side of the sandbag barrier the chanting from 
the Communists preparing to launch their final assault 
on the hill reached the point to where the Communists 
were practically screaming. “Yall think they'll really 
get this far, Falcon?” 

“Yeah, Blue... ya can bet your life on it.” 

Dobbs grumbled. “Shit, Falcon, I knew you were 
gonna say something like that.” 

Falconi responded with a tight-lipped. smile. “It’s a 
bitch being predictable.” 
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The frantic chanting reached -its crescendo as 
Culpepper ventured a quick look over the rim of the 
trench. “Oh, fuck! Here the bastards come!” cS 

A double bark from one of the camp’s M29s sent two 
new flares shooting into the sky above the base while 
Falconi took a look for himself to see what was up. It 
was bad, damn near depressing. The whole hill, left to 
right, was alive with Minh. Screaming, chanting, 
leaping over the bodies of those who had already died, 
the NVA ran charging up the hill to take the base— 
running without fear across the previously barbed-wire 
and mined no-man’s land which their mortars had 
successfully cleared. 

Falconi tensed and swallowed, the back of his throat 
feeling dry, sandpaper rough. More than anything as 


. he watched the enemy advance, Falconi wished he had 


a cigar. Even a cheap one. 

“Okay, guys!” Falcon announced so that everyone 
sharing the trench could hear. “Let ‘em have it!” 

“In spades!” Culpepper laughed insanely. _ 

The battle was on. 

His M-16 jumped in his steady grip as the Black 
Eagles’ leader opened fire, the men beside him and 
everywhere else in the camp doing likewise. 

Falconi’s first hit caught one of Ho’s sheep mid- 
chant cutting across the man’s gut with a searing shot 
that opened his belly to the elements. The Communist’s 
AK-47 went flying as its owner made a feeble bid to 
keep the contents of his stomach from spilling onto the 
ground. He died with most of his right fist lost inside 
his body. 

By that time Falconi had already polished off 
another two NVA Reds; one checking out with a 


‘headache no aspirin would ever cure, the second loser. 


going down for the count thanks to a castrating hit to 


_ the groin. The startled soprano was busy groping for 
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his missing marbles when Falconi dusted him off witha 
no-nonsense headshot. 

Culpepper and the others were doing their shares 
too. Three NVAs, foolishly running up the hill single- 
file, paid for their mistake when the Black Eagles’ 
number one demo man cut them down as easy as one, 
two, three. Blue Richards, raised as a backwoods 
hunter since the day he was born, nearly chalked up 
_ one of the enemy killed for each shot he fired. The same 


held true for Chun Kim and Archie Dobbs. Like their 
- boss, Major Robert Falconi, both combat veterans 


made every shot count. 

Slugs from enemy AK-47s and T-56 assault rifles 
thudded into the sandbags guarding the trench like bad 
news in triplicate. One of the bullets tugged at Falconi’s 
sleeve, tearing the fabric, leaving a slight burn on the 
' inside of his left arm. Another bullet zipped in and 
widened the hole in the sleeve made by the first. 

Falconi felt giddy. Lucky. 

Blue Richards pulled the pin on one of the M26s, 
then tossed the grenade into the middle of a group of 
five Hanoi Hotshots. One second they were charging 
up the hill like mad dogs searching for scraps; a 
heartbeat later when the grenade exploded they were 
the scraps. 

“Mat tro’i moc, yourself,” Richards rasped, then 
prepared to dispose of the second grenade Tripper had 
given him. “There goes your sunrise.” 

The front runners of the NVA attack force were less 
than twenty-five feet from the sandbaggéd trench line 
when everyone still carrying grenades unpinned them 
. and let them fly. Seconds later their multiple detona- 
tions were ripping the enemy apart at the seams in what 
sounded to the men in the trench like one big 
exaggerated explosion. 

There were more screams. Dying men swearing in 
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Vietnamese. Something flipped through the air and 
landed on a sandbag next to Falconi'’s elbow—a 
disembodied right hand with dirty fingernails. 

Falconi ignored the piece of bleeding flesh and 
concentrated on eliminating as many Reds as possible 
before they reached the trench. 

One NVA fell, then another. Falconi was fighting on 
automatic now, giving free reign to his professional 
instincts as a soldier. Any. stray thoughts that might 
have gotten in his way had been put to bed. 

- The first Communist to reach the edge of the trench 
. played King of the Hill for the time it took Dobbs and 
Calvin Culpepper to catch him in the middle of their 
crossfire. Dobbs’s shot tore through the man’s rib cage 
- and out the opposite side, while Calvin’s bullet did its 
damage by shattering the target’s sternum before 
exiting through a fist-sized hole under the left arm. 

Crumbling under the devastation of both shots, the 
dead-on-his-feet Communist fell over backwards and. 
disappeared. 

“Aaiiieeeee!” An enterprising North Vietnamese 
commando dove headfirst into the trench. 

Chun Kim deftly avoided the foolhardy maneuver 
and clubbed the man’s head senseless with the stock of 
his M-16. The South Korean heard the crunch of 
vertebrae snapping, then‘turned to confront his next 
attacker. 

Another flare burst into brilliance just as two 
determined Reds, both wielding identical AK-47s, 
reached the area above Falconi’s position in the trench. 
Falconi fired, striking his first target with a genuine 
heartbreaker that ground the vital. organ to the 
consistency of hamburger. The dead man’s assault rifle 
slipped from his unfeeling grip while Falconi shifted his 
aim to take out target number two. 

An easy shot. . 
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Falconi aimed, pulled his finger against the M-16’s 
trigger and ... nothing! The M-16 didn’t do a damn 
thing. He let the jammed weapon fall and was makinga 
play for his Colt .45 when the dead weight of the last 
Viet Minh he'd killed came spilling into the trench on 
top of him. 

Unable to prevent it from happening, Falconi 
collapsed, carried off his feet to the bottom of the 
trench by one hundred seventeen pounds of pure Red 
_ meat. Falconi tried pushing the dead man away while 

simultaneously attempting to free his Colt .45 from i its 
holster. 

‘It was a simple case of too much to do, and not 
enough time to doit. Falconi’s fingers wrapped around 
the butt of his Colt, but already he could sense the 
victorious rush. of excitement pouring from the 

- Communist his jammed M-16 had failed to kill. 

“Mat tro’i moc!” the confident NVA trooper hissed, 

lowering the barrel of his assault rifle so he could blow 


‘+ Falconi away. 


The Colt .45 pulled ‘free of its holster as the shot 
came... not from the AK-47 aimed at Falconi’s chest 
as expected, but from another rifle above and to the 
rear of where Falconi lay sprawled in the trench. 

The face of Falconi’s intended assassin mushroomed 
in reverse, the nose disappearing and erupting from the 
back of the skull ina darkish spray of brains and blood. 
The dead man’s weapon crashed to the ground. 

Falconi allowed himself the luxury of taking a deep 
breath of relief, then pushed himself free of the body 
he’d been trapped under and stood, quickly glancing to 
his rear. The hotshot responsible for saving his hide 
was none other than Malpractice McCorckel. There 
was no time to offer his thanks, though, as another of 
the desperate NVA attackers made it to the trench. 

Wheeling to the right, Falconi brought his Colt .45 
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into a direct line with his target and fired twice, both 
shots lifting his startled foe off his feet and sending him 
stumbling into the Communist directly behind. 

Bodies of the dead were stacked about the trenches 
almost as high as the sandbags, yet the North 
Vietnamese soldiers, having been ordered to take the 
camp, showed no signs of slacking off. Already a fresh 
wave of Communist troops was gathering at the 
bottom of the hill below the base and starting up. 

There’s more of them than we've got bullets, thought — 
Falconi. The shit’s really gonna hit us this time. 

“Hot damn!” Ten feet along the trench to Falconi’s 
left, Culpepper was hollering at the top of his voice. “I 
tell ya, Falcon, you’re lookin’ at one dude that’s 
happier than a pig in shit!” - 

Falconi shrugged to show he didn’t understand so 
Culpepper made a thumbs-up motion with his fist and 
looked up. That’s when Falcon heard it, the chopping 
sound of rotor blades as two UH-] Huey “Hogs” 
dropped out of the sky and began drenching the 

hillsides surrounding “B” base with a steady barrage of 
blistering firepower. 

The “Hogs” were running advance protection for the 
UH-1 “Slicks” that were flying in to take the Black © 
Eagles to Buon Brieng. Armed with a combination of 
M60 machine guns and:40mm grenade launchers, the | 
“Hogs” wasted no time going to work; weaving a 
crisscross path of destruction over Charlie that caught 
the Communists wishing fast to be someplace else. 

Back and forth the Hueys swept, the deafening roar 
of their unleashed weapons a welcome sound to the 

‘men defending the Special Forces camp. 

: Blue Richards pointed as a spray of bullets from one 
of the “Hogs’”M60s leveled a row of Communists who 
had been charging up the hillside. “It’s just like it s 
rainin’,” he decided. - 
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“It is raining,” Dobbs agreed, then sang in his off-key 
” style, “Bennies from Heaven!” 

Confronted with these unexpected demons of death 
from the sky, the disheartened Viet Minh broke rank 
and ran, throwing their weapons aside and leaving 
their wounded and dead behind as they scattered and 

turned, melting into the jungle. 

Falconi gritted his teeth and climbed from the trench 
as the rest of the Black Eagles emerged from where they 
had been stationed during the fight. 

“Gracias for the assist,” Falconi told a smiling 
Malpractice. “Only, I thought you were supposed to be 
guarding the bunker?” - 

“Got too stuffy, so I came topside for some air,” Mal 
reported, his grin wider than ever. “Damn lucky for 
you that I did.” 

Falcon nodded. “No argument there.” The rest of the 
_ team had gathered about him, Top Gordon and those 
with him the last to join the group. “How goes it?” 

Gordon hunched his broad shoulders indifferently. 
“Thought they had us by the short and curlies once or 
twice. Glad to see I was wrong.” 

“Anybody hurt?” 

“Couple of scratches, that’s about all.” Gordon held 
out a piece of folded paper for Falconi to take. 
“Thought you might like to see this. Found it on the 
body of one of the guests in our trench.” 

“What is it?” Falconi accepted the paper and 
unfolded it. In the glow ofa flare still burning in the sky 
he had no trouble making out what was on the paper. 

“Hey, Falcon! You’re a celebrity!” Culpepper 
slapped his commander on the back and then took the 
paper from Falconi, holding it up for the rest of the 
Black Eagles to see. 

The paper Top Gordon had recovered was a wanted 
poster featuring a black and white artist’s rendering of 
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Falconi’s face, and a notice of the bounty being offered 
for his capture or confirmed death. 

Gordon shook his head and indicated the photo of 
Falconi. “Great likeness of you, Falcon.” 

“Hmmmph.” Falconi wasn’t impressed. “It’s not like 
I went out and posed for the damn thing.” 

“And lookee here.” Culpepper gave the wanted 
poster back. “They’ ve got you goin’ for seven hundred 
fifty thousand piasters.” 

‘Dobbs whistled. “Holy...that’s ten thousand 
dollars, Falcon! No wonder those greedy sons of 
bitches wanted to take the camp. You're worth a 
fortune!” 

“Yeah,” Falcon said, shoving the wanted poster 
inside his vest and leading the way back to the bunker 
for their gear. Any minute now and the Huey “Slicks” 
~ would be there to pick them up. “Just ‘cause I’m worth 
a fortune, Dobbs, I hope that doesn’t give you any 
bright ideas about turning me in?” 

“Hey, not me, Falcon,” Dobbs replied, with a little - 
less conviction than Falconi would have preferred. “I- 
did that and I'd have to be some kind of fuckin’ crook.” - 

“Sure,” Falconi returned. “But you'd make out likea 
bandit.” 
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CHAPTER THREE 


Chuck Fagin paced the floor of his office, anxiously 
crossing back and forth in front of his desk like.a wild 
animal trapped in a cage. With a half-smoked Lucky 
- Strike dangling like a filter-tipped wart from the corner 
of his mouth, Fagin had every reason in the world to be 
nervous. 

As the CIA case officer charged with the responsibil- 
ity of passing out the special assignments for the elite 
Black Eagles Detachment, the heavy-set, balding 
Fagin was indirectly responsible for the team’s safety 
and external security whenever they were in between 
missions. Which made the news that had brought 
Fagin back to his office at this late hour all the more 
disturbing. 

The Black Eagles had been hit! 

According to the preliminary details available 
regarding the incident, the Spec Forces “B” camp near 
Khe Sahn that Major Falconi and his Black Eagles 
- daredevils had been calling home for the past few 


-- weeks had weathered an attack by a particularly large 


NVA assault force. 
That the entire camp had not been overrun and its 
personnel annihilated by the Communists was some- 
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thing of a miracle—the reasons for which being the 
refusal of the base’s defenders tocaveintothesuperior . 
numbers of the enemy’s troops and the timely 
intervention of a couple of Huey gunships into the 
battle. 

And so the crisis that might have been was averted. 

- Fagin walked behind his desk and sat down, snuffing 
out what was left of his smoke and reaching for a fresh 
one. The makers and shakers at MACV—SOG 
headquarters in Saigon had already determined that, 

for safety’s sake, the time to move the Black Eaglestoa | 
new base of ops was at hand. . 

Given the remarkable successes of their first four 
missions in the field, plus the one in Saigon, it was 
- natural to expect the Black Eagles to be near the top of 
Ho’s-shit list. 

How near to the top? Well, judging from tonight’ s 
little escapade, Falconi and his elite band of kill experts 
‘were damn near Number One on the charts. Charlie 
wanted their collective asses and wanted them bad. 
Since their formation several months ago by Fagin’s 
able predecessor, a man by the name of Andrews, the 
Black Eagles’ war against the Reds had been devastat- 
ingly efficient—a bloody thorn in the Communists’ 
collective backside. 

Fagin looked at the clock hanging on the wall 
opposite his desk. After midnight. Cooper was late, he 
noted absently. He felt tired. Nobody in Vietnam ever 
got enough sleep. He was no exception. He ran his 
fingers over his chin, How the hell did his whiskers 
grow so fast? He always needed a shave. 

Fagin stared at the clock another full minute before 
opening the file on his desk, a file devoted exclusively _ 
to Major Robert Falconi and the members of his Black 
_ Eagles team, past and present. The top sheet of the file 
contained the growing list of Black Eagles KIA: Blum, 
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Boudreau, Cartér, Dayton, and Galchaser .. . nearly 
two dozen names altogether, some of whom belonged 
to men Fagin had personally known, while others 
“went with those who were already history by the time 
Fagin accepted the reins of command from Clayton 
Andrews. The fact of whether he had known the men or 
not was irrelevant; all,of them had paid with their lives 
to ensure the success of the Black Eagles’ missions. 
Fagin flipped the page. 
The Black Eagles’ initial assignment as a team had 


-. taken them. deep into enemy territory in North 


Vietnam, there to seek out and destroy a bordello that 
catered to the sexual preferences (on both sides of the - 
fence) of high-ranking Communist officials. 
_ Not that the Company gave a rat’s ass about who or 
what the Communists screwed. No way. Let ’em fuck 
their brains out would have more aptly described the 
Company’s policy on the matter. What the CIA did 
object to, though, was the fact that the whorehouse 
was being used as a front for an operation far more 
sinister... the decoding of top-secret information 
‘pertinent to the security and survival of South 
Vietnam, 

So the Black Eagles were sent in, raiding the sin 
palace and ruining forever the bordello’s value as a 
source for classified information. 

No sooner were the Black Eagles back home licking 
. their wounds (and counting their dead) when they 
found themselves once again taking in the sights of the 
North. This time their objective was a hush-hush NVA 
prison camp specifically geared to the brainwashing of 
downed American and ARVN pilots. 

Given orders to rescue one U.S. pilot in particular, 
Falconi had also been saddled with the task of bringing 
back the prison camp’s commandant, as well as the 
monster responsible for the camp’s insidious brain- 
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washing techniques—a North Korean import named 
Dr. Yoon Hwan. 

Once again the Black Eagles had come through that 
test of guts and endurance with flying colors, going so 
far as to steal a train for the ride that eventually 
brought them home. Neither Dr. Yoon nor the prison 
commandant had lived to see the end of that violent 
adventure, but the U.S. pilot Falconi had been sent to 
_ Tescue had made it back in one piece. 

By the time assignment number three came up Fagin 
had already taken over for Andrews. The job for the 
SOG hardcases that time had involved the near- 
impossible challenge of putting the brakes to a Soviet 
nuclear reactor under construction in Laos. ' 

Typically, the Black Eagles chewed up the problem 

and spit out the bloody results, entering into Laos 
aboard a glider, the likes of which had not been seen or 
used in a combat situation since the Second World - 
War. Pitted against the brutal savagery of the infamous 
Pathet Lao, Falconi and the rest had succeeded in their 
mission, but not before more of their own had been 
killed. 
Bone-tired and mind-weary from three successive 
exhausting campaigns, the Black Eagles returned to 
Saigon expecting to enjoy the soothing benefits of 
some well-deserved R & R. It was not to be. 

While the Black Eagles had been busy in Laos, a 
critical situation had developed in South Vietnam that 
could not go overlooked: Unknown Caucasian opera- 
tives, posing as American troops, had been systemati- 
cally committing heinous atrocities against helpless 
Vietnamese peasants. Left unchecked, the bogus 
troops would have smeared the name of the United 
States throughout South Vietnam and the rest of the 
world. 

But that didn’t happen; Falconi and the Black Eagles — 
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were the reason why. Once into the mission the Black 
Eagles didn’t stop until they had uncovered the true 
culprits behind the atrocities—fanatical East German 
Communists dedicated to assisting their NVA cousins 
in obliterating America’s sphere of influence in South 
Vietnam. 

The East Germans had been willing to die for their 
cause and the Black Eagles had only been too pleased 
to assist them in their desires. The plan to discredit the 

~American Armed Forces was crushed, but not before 
another five Black Eagles had been killed. 

. The latest Black Eagles mission had taken them 
closer to home, here in Saigon, to infiltrate and destroy 
a Communist spy operation that had infested the heart 
of Fagin’s own department. True, the NVA spy 

_ organization had been dealt with with the cold- 
blooded efficiency that was fast becoming the Black 
Eagles’ trademark, but the price of that victory had 
nearly claimed the life of the Detachment’s sole female 
member. 

A beautiful Eurasian whose documented reasons for 
despising Communists had been nurtured at a tender 
age, Andrea Thuy had participated as a founding 
member in the blood-soaked hell of the Black Eagles’ 
first mission.* 

Andrea asked for no special privileges or consider- 
ations because of her status as a female in an otherwise, 
male-dominated task force. Her cunning, skill, and 
courage in the face of battle left no room for doubt in 
the minds of those she served with that she was as much 
of a Black Eagle as they were. 

That was when disaster struck . . . not in the form of 
_ an exploding land mine or the thoughtlessness of a 
stray bullet, but in the unpredictable shape that 


~* See Black Eagles #1: Hanoi Hellground 
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emotions sometimes take. Andrea fell in love with— 
then ranking—Captain Robert Falconi. 

Affairs of the heart were one thing. Those of the 
battlefield belonged to another arena. To Fagin, 
carrying an emotional attachment into combat was 
tantamount to dousing a fire with a bucket of gasoline. 
In a firefight situation where concentration often 
meant the crucial difference between success and 
failure, a moment’s hesitation for any reagon could 
spell disaster and death for everyone involved. | 

Andrea’s romance with Falconi went unchecked for 
as long as it took Fagin to catch wind of it once he 
assumed command as the CIA’s Black Eagles case 
officer. What the lovers did during their own time was 
their business. Even if he had been able to, Fagin would 
not have interfered with their off-duty desires. 

During active ops, though, Fagin entertained no 
such reservations about pulling the strings that would — 
keep Falconi and Andrea apart. As soon as Fagin took 
over, he had Andrea transferred to his office as 
administrative ‘director. Things had gone fine until 
problems closer to home brought the Black Eagles 
back to Saigon. 

As a woman familiar with the inner workings of the 
Vietnamese way of life, Andrea had access to people 
* and places in Saigon that the rest of the team couldn’t 

touch, and so Fagin had reluctantly agreed to let 
Andrea rejoin the team on a temporary basis. 

Fagin’s decision had come close to costing Andrea 
her life. 

Andrea Thuy had succeeded in working her way into 
the Communist spy organization the Black Eagles were 
seeking to destroy, only to endure the indignity of 
multiple rapes and the terrible physical abuse of 
beatings that practically killed her once her true 
identity ' was discovered. She was still recovering at the 
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Tan Son Nhut hospital. 
~ Which only served to prove again, Fagin reflected as 
he closed the file, why the Black Eagles unit had been 
formed in the first place. There was a whole slew of 
shitty,: dangerous jobs to be done, and they couldn’t 
.afford to waste time dicking around sitting on their 
thumbs. Tough problems demanded equally tough 
solutions, and—for Fagin’s money—Major Robert 
Falconi and his Black Eagles commandos were the 
toughest solution going! 
A curt knock sounded on the opposite side of his 
‘door. 
- “Yeah, come in,” Fagin called, the clock on the wall 
telling him that Cooper was more than twenty minutes 
late. 

The door popped open and Cooper strolled in, 
pulling up a chair and sitting down at the side of 
Fagin’s desk without being asked to do so. 

“You're late,” Fagin said. 

Unruffled, Cooper settled back into his chair like he 
could have been sitting on a toilet. “It couldn’t be 
helped,” he explained. “There were things that Bredcd 
doing and I had to do them.” 

“Yeah, well do mea favor and skip with the bullshit 
tonight, Cooper. Ya got that?” Fagin didn’t try 
concealing his dislike for the man. In his early forties, 
Dwayne Cooper had gone through most of his life with 
a totally unwarranted feeling of superiority. A snob- . 
bish, impeccably dressed worm, Cooper had been 
slated fora boot up the Company’s promotional ladder 
after Fagin was selected to replace Andrews. “P'min no 
mood for your crap.” 

-“Touchy, touchy.” 

“Just let me have it straight,” Fagin insisted. It had 
been Cooper who had telephoned him with the news of 
the NVA strike on “B” camp. “Did or didn’t the Black 
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Eagles come through tonight’s assault without a 
hitch?” 

“They certainly did,” Cooper admitted. “Asa matter 
of fact, the Black Eagles have since left “B” camp and 
are enroute to their new station at Buon Brieng this 
very moment.” 

“Glad to hear it.” Fagin paused, staring across his 
desk at Cooper. The prissy bastard was wearing a real 
bow tie, for Pete’s sake, right out of a cartoon. Cooper 
was the type who would fart in public, then blame the 
stink on someone else. In Fagin’s eyes that made 
Dwayne Cooper a dangerous man. “Is that it?” 

Cooper shook his head. “No.” 

“Well, then spill it. We’re not fuckin’ playing twenty 
questions; not at twelve-forty-seven in the morning, 
- we’re not. What else do you have?” 

Cooper leaned forward, scooting to the edge of seat. | 
“Pve been instructed to tell you that the Black Eagles 
will not be going to Buon Brieng as planned. At least 
not right now, they won't.” 

- “Yeah? How so?” 

“Once they land to refuel at Quang Ngai they are to 
be rerouted to fly into Phu Bai outside of Hue.” 

“I see. The Falcon’s gonna love that. And what's 
supposed to be waiting for the Black Eagles up in 
Hue?” 

Cooper leaned even further out of his chair as he 
answered in his uniquely smug manner. “You are, 
Fagin.” 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


_ Once the pilots of the Huey “Hogs” were assured 
_ that the Red Devils were not coming back to play, the 
two “Slicks” the gunships had been running cover for 
quickly landed on “B” camp’s airstrip. By then the 
Black Eagles were more than ready to put the Special 
Forces base far behind them. 

Separating into roughly two equal groups—Falconi 
and five men in one chopper, Top Gordon and the rest 
- in another—the Black Eagles stowed their gear and 
found themselves airborne in near record time. 

“So long, Piss Hole,” Dobbs called when they first 
lifted off, the Black Eagles’ point man ceremoniously 
honoring their former place of residence with a 
grandiose one-fingered salute. “It was fun while it 
lasted... .” 

“Trouble was,” Malpractice cut in, “it lasted too 
long.” 

Calvin Culpepper laughed. “You know what I’m 
gonna miss most about “B” camp?” He shifted his gaze 
from left to right to see if he could get any takers, then 
told them, “Not a friggin’ thing!” 

“I think our ol’ bunker is what I’m really gonna 
miss,” Blue Richards drawled wistfully. 
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Falconi groaned. “Yeah, the damn thing was hotter. 
*n an oven during the day, sometimes hotter at night, 
and it registered zero for ventilation. It filled up with 
water when it rained, and the only good part about that 
was then some of the rats would drown. I can see why 
ya'll miss it, Richards.” ; 

Blue grinned. “Sure . . . the bunker reminded me of 
back home in Alabama.” 

“You're spot on the money about the rats, Falcon,” 
Mal said before openly turning his attention to Dobbs. 
“In fact, some of the rodents I saw were almost as big as . 
some of the guys on our team.” 

Dobbs responded to the allusion by flipping 
Malpractice off with another of his single-digit salutes. 

Culpepper mused aloud, “First thing I do when we 
touch down in Buon Brieng is to find me someplace. for 
‘a bath or a shower.” 

“I thought you took a bath last year?” Dobbs joked. 

seus a wasn’t fazed. “It’s called hygiene, dirt- 
bag.. a word that probably ain’t in your vocabu- 
lary.” 

“How's that?” Dobbs insisted. 

“It’s got more’n one syllable.” 

Dobbs excluded, the remaining Black Eagles sharing 
the “Slick” with Culpepper let the team’s senior demo 
man know he had scored a direct hit with his dig. 
Dobbs tried downplaying the incident by reaching into 
his rucksack and pulling out a dog-eared paperback 
book, which he attempted to read by penlight. . 

As soon as he spotted the book, Culpepper opened 
up. “Whatch ya doin’, Dobbs?” 

“What the fuck’s it look like I’m doin”? Readin’ a 
book.” 

“Yeah?” , 

“That’s right. Some people might even call it 
literature.” 
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“Don’t you mean ... litterchure? What’s this book 
of yours called?” 

Dobbs looked over to Culpepper. “The Hackman 
Chronicles.” 

Culpepper; who remembered Dobbs reading the 

- book back at “B” camp's bunker, recognized the title. 
“Sure, I remember that one... by a guy named 
DiSteffano, right?” 

- Dobbs, surprised that Culpepper was correct, 
nodded his head. “Yeah, DiSteffano ...how’d you 
know?” 

Culpepper shrugged. “Figured somebody like that 
would appeal to you. DiSteffano couldn’t write his way 
outta a Kleenex box using snot for ink.” 

While the others laughed, Dobbs gave up trying to 
read and switched off his penlight. 

Falconi relaxed and allowed the beating of the 
chopper’s rotor blades to soothe his weary senses. 
Calvin and Dobbs trading verbal barbs indicated that 
at least a small measure of the night’s horrid pressures 
were beginning to ease off. Good. So long as his men - 
had the strength of will to laugh, especially under the 

- stinking conditions so prevalent in Nam, then Falconi 
would remain convinced they were still holding their 
own as a team. . 

Two aspects about the NVA assault on their base in 

- the boonies disturbed him. Not that the assault had. 

been made; that was to be expected. The Communists 
were on one side of the gate, he and his people occupied 
the real estate on the other. Enemy versus enemy, the 
equation of the ages. 

Eight months into his eighteen-month tour of duty 

_ Falconi had been tapped as the Black Eagles’ CO. 

Since: then he had locked horns with death often 
enough to fill a dozen graveyards, and had witnessed 
too frequently how randomly men and women could 
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be raffled to their doom. 

Pain without reason, suffering beyond endurance— 
Falconi had experienced it all, watching his friends die 
and then spitting the taste of death from his mouth 
once they were gone. 

Death to Falconi meant the end of the line, a stew of 
finality seasoned with fear, so having his M-16 freeze 
on him in the trench should have filled his mouth with 
the dirty taste to overflowing. 
- Yet tonight the familiar taste had never come, and its 
absence troubled him. He was not ashamed to admit he 
had known fear during the Communist attack. Only 
fools and liars scratched the word from their voices or 
thoughts, and Falconi was neither. Life was a balance 
of opposites. Fear and courage were apples of the same 
tree. To know one was to know both. 
_- If he could no longer respond as conditioned to 
death, then what did it mean? What did that make him? 
Falconi didn’t know. He wasn’t sure he wanted to. 
The second disturbing factor about the NVA hit on 
. the camp was the wanted poster discovered on the body 
of the dead Viet Minh. More than twenty more of the 
posters had been found before the Huey “Slicks” had 
arrived to transport the Black Eagles south. 
.Falconi had never thought of himself that way, but 
he supposed that in the eyes of the Communist North 
Vietnamese he was something worse than a criminal, a 
kind of enemy of all the people who had to be 
- eliminated, and to hell with the expense. That such a 
high bounty had been put on his head spoke volumes _ 
on the extent of the threat the Reds considered him and 
the Black Eagles to be. Capping his head for the reward 
could set up some gun-happy Red for life. 

' A smart move on the part of the Communists. With 
such a hefty reward’s being offered, anybody—even so- 
called friendlies—could find themselves reconsidering 
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their loyalties in order to collect. They were trying to 
push him into a corner. Even if he isolated his future 
activities and maintained a low profile from now on, 
the Reds had to be figuring they would be able to 
squeeze him out of the picture no matter what. 

If he stayed under the covers, then his effectiveness 
as the Black Eagles’ leader would be greatly dimin- 
ished. If he showed his face in too many places, then 
eventually some hotshot with a skimpy bank balance 
would come along to blow him away. They had him 
coming and going, pegged to a “T”, orso they thought. 
But to Falconi’s way of thinking there was a grievous 
flaw to their logic. 

The North Vietnamese Communists had underesti- 
mated Falconi.as an opponent. Twenty wanted posters 
or twenty thousand, he had no intention of parking 
his can in a corner and dropping anchor. If the Reds 
wanted him to keep a low profile they were shit 


‘outta luck. And if they thought he was going to be 


spending the better part of each day looking over his 


- shoulder for real or imagined assassins, then they 


earned low marks for that decision, too.. 

No, what Falconi had in mind was strictly B.A.U.— 
Business As Usual. For the Communists that could 
only mean one thing... more hard-driving trouble | 
from the Black Eagles than ever before. 

And something else: Whoever cooked up the scheme 
with the wanted posters had to be feeling, some heat. 
Since normal channels had failed to put the Black 
Eagles out of action, the Communists were showing 
signs of desperation. Putting the wanted posters out 
was somebody’s idea of solving the Black Eagles 
problem with a minimum of fuss. When the plan didn’t 
work, Falconi was certain heads would roll. It was the 
Communists’ way of encouraging perfection in their 
imperfect system: Success garnered.a pat on the head, a 
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certificate of merit, or maybe private kitchén space. 
Failure sent the loser back to Go and they didn’t get to 
collect their two hundred piasters. 

“Hey, Falcon,” Culpepper called out, “we're goin’ 
down.” 

Falconi’s stomach was already doing a series of flip- 
flops in response to the descent. “Yeah, Calvin. 
Thanks.” 

Five minutes later they were on the ground and 
getting refueled. It felt good to be back on the ground 
again. Falconi had never been overly fond of compet- 
ing with the birds for air space, even less so after the | 
Black Eagles’ ride into Laos.* 

Once the fuel trucks at Quang Ngai had finished 
their job and driven away, Falconi began to get 
suspicious. They'd had been on the ground now for all 
of fifteen minutes and there were still no signs of the 
extra passengers or equipment they were supposed to 
be taking with them to Buon Brieng. 

Outside the choppers the pilots could be’ seen 
conferring in a huddle with someone new to Falconi. 
Immediately, Falconi smelled a rat... one by the 
name of Chuck Fagin. 

“Be right back,” Falconi announced, then he climbed 
outside to speak to the pilots. Less than a minute later 
he had returned to the Huey, his suspicions confirmed. 

Malpractice, reading his CO’s signals loud and clear, 
asked as soon as Falconi sat down. “What's up?” 

Falconi grumbled. “We are...and not to Buon 
Brieng, either.” 

“Say, what?”. Culpepper demanded. “If we ain’t 
headin’ to ol’ Double B, then where are we going?” 

“The pilots tell me they’ve been ordered to change 
their flight plans,” Falconi explained. “When we take 


* See Black Eagles #3: Nightmare in Laos 
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off we'll be flying up to Phu Bai. After that we'll be 
' taken in to Hue.” 

’ “Hue?” Dobbs’s voice jumped an octave like he 
might have been pinched on the ass. “That’s great! 
Don’t you know what that means, Falcon? It means 
they’re finally gonna let us have the R & R they've been 
promising us all these weeks. And in Hue, yet! We’re 
goin’ to Hue for R & R!” 

Falconi could only shake his head as the pilots began 
making their way back to the choppers. “Fat fucking 
chance, Dobbs. We’re not going to Hue for any R & 
R” 

“Wha . . how come?” Dobbs’s enthusiasm deflated 
faster than a balloon stuck ona nail. “Why are we goin’ 

_to Hue, then?” 

Falconi answered, “Ya really want to know?” 

Dobbs decided that he didn’t. 


Lieutenant Colonel Gregori Krashchenko dropped 
_ the antacids into the glass of warm water and waited 
_ . impatiently for the tablets to dissolve. The antacids 
were of American manufacture and promised him 
speedy relief. Krashchenko had his doubts. The only 
real cure for the cauldron of anxiety gnawing away at 
his gut was for the damned Black Eagles to be put out 
of commission forever. 

Easier said than done. : 

Krashchenko had sincerely. thought he had discov- 
ered the answer to his problem. Having heard Major 
Truong Van and others refer to Major Faiconi and his 
cutthroats as “gangsters” often enough had sent 
Krashchenko to thinking: If the Black Eagles and their 
leader were looked upon as criminals by Truong and 
the rest, then why not extend the illusion beyond a — 
mere verbal reference to the fact? 
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As a ranking member of the KGB, Krashchenko had 
routinely enjoyed certain privileges befitting his posi-_ 
tion. One such benefit included, on occasion, the 
private viewing of television shows originally broad- . 
cast in the United- States. Purportedly shown so that 
KGB agents could witness for themselves what life in 
America was like, the viewing nights were extremely 
popular with his comrades, and Krashchenko made it a 
point never to miss any of the exclusive screenings. _ 

Of all the shows he had seen, one program in 
particular came to mind when trying to determine how 


best to eliminate the mounting difficulty with the Black - 


Eagles. Krashchenko had watched two episodes of the 
series and, quite secretly, had found them terribly 
exciting. 

The plot of the program concerned an American 
doctor wrongly accused of murdering his wife. Con- 
victed and sentenced to die for the crime, he was 
enroute to the prison he was to be executed at when, as 
fate would have it, the innecent doctor managed to . 
make his escape. 

On the night his wife was killed the doctor had seen 
who the real killer was—a one-armed man—but the 
authorities had not been able to locate the suspect to 
substantiate the doctor’s story. Now suddenly free, the 
doctor’s one desire was to somehow find the one-armed 
killer so he could prove his innocence. : 

- But it was not that simple. Traveling with the doctor 
at the time of his escape had been a police officer 
responsible for transporting the convicted killer to 
prison. So humiliated was the police officer at losing 
his prisoner that he vowed never to rest until the doctor 
had been recaptured. . 

And so the story went...the doctor searching 
for the one-armed man, moving about the country, _ 
constantly on the move, ever looking over his shoulder 
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for the police officer, who was close behind. 
In remembering this American television program, 
Krashchenko saw that perhaps he could arrange for 


. . Major Falconi to find himself in the same predicament 


‘ 


. 


as the fugitive doctor. Hence the idea of distributing a 
wanted poster offering a reward for Falconi’s head. 


That way, Krashchenko reasoned, the Black Eagles’ 


leader would have not one, but potentially dozens of 
probable bounty hunters to worry about. And by. 
making the reward for Falconi high enough, even 
chest-thumping anti-Communists would think twice 
about passing up such a large amount of money. 
Krashchenko noted that the antacid tablets had 
finished fizzing and hurriedly drank the bubbly liquid 
down in a single gulp. Almost immediately he felt the 
pressure in his stomach build to the point of bursting, 
and he belched. Ah... . speedy relief, indeed. 
He belched again, grateful that he was alone in his 


‘office. 


The idea of issuing wanted posters featuring Major 
Falconi was a certified gem. If the reports from_the 
survivors of the assault on the Special Forces camp 
near Khe Sahn earlier this evening were true, then the 
North Vietnamese soldiers, spurred on by the prospect 
of collecting the posted reward, had literally been 
climbing over one another to claim the prize. 

The casualty count among the NVA had been great, 
but, had Falconi and the Black Eagles perished in the 
assault, ten times that number of deaths would have 
been acceptable. Unfortunately, the attack against the 
Special Forces base had proven a dismal failure. The 
NVA task force had: been defeated; Falconi and the 
Black Eagles had not been taken or killed. 

If Krashchenko had believed in such nonsense he 
would have said that God was working for the 
Americans. Preposterous, of course, but the fact 
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remained that the Black. Eagles had been snatched 
from the jaws of death precisely at that moment when 
their defeat seemed most imminent. 

Krashchenko slammed his open palm against the top 
of his desk. Damn Falconi and his Black Eagles! There 
simply had to be a way to take care of them. 

“Ah, Comrade Krashchenko,” Major Truong Van's 

-voice came unexpectedly from the doorway into the - 
Office, “I see your duty for the Party also transcends the 
efforts you contribute during the day. How admira- 
ble.” 

“Thank you, Comrade Truong.” 

“You were striking -your desk as I approached. 
Was... something wrong?” 

Krashchenko shook his head, unwilling to give 
Truong the pleasure of knowing he was upset. “Merely 
swatting a fly,” he said. “They too work long and 
difficult hours.” 

Truong nodded and crossed to his desk, noting but 
ignoring the seltzer-frosted glass in front of 
Krashchenko. “The news from the South this evening 

“is not the stuff of celebration, comrade.” 

“Nor the mettle of extended careers,” Krashchenko 
agreed. “We were so near to victory. If only your 
countrymen had not suspended their attack when they 
did. They could have taken the base and disposed of the 
Black Eagles at the same time. It would be understand- 
able if your soldiers had been outnumbered, but they 

‘weren't. Clearly, victory was denied tonight because 
your countrymen lacked the heart and discipline of 
true patriots.” 

Truong’s right cheek flinched slightly as he replied, 
“A sky brimming with clouds cannot stop the 
_ lightning, comrade. Numbers are nothing. The true © 
patriot does not open his mouth to kiss the bullets of 
his enemy. Our soldiers tonight fought valiantly.” 
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Krashchenko sighed, resisting the urge to belch 
again. “You confuse fact with fiction. In my country 
’ soldiers who run in the face of the enemy are called 
cowards. They are a disgrace to their uniforms. They 
deserve to be shot.” 

“In your country the gravediggers must grow fat,” 
Truong told Krashchenko. “The survivors of the 
assault tonight—and there were few to speak of —have 
lived so that they may fight again tomorrow.” 

“Then I must look elsewhere for comfort, comrade, 
- for your words do not provide it. At this late hour I had 
hoped for more.” 

Truong smiled. “And you shall not be disappointed. 
Word has been received that Major Falconi and his 
- men are at this moment aboard two helicopters on the 
airfield at Quang Ngai... :” 

“Yes, yes,” Krashchenko said, dismissing the infor- 
mation with the wave of his hand. “But you color 
today’s news with yesterday's paint. The Black Eagles 
are being flown to another Special Forces camp in the . 
South, possibly Da Lat or Buon Brieng.” 

“Regrettably, Comrade Krashchenko, the oils of 
your palette have gone dry. The Black Eagles are not 
flying south to Da Lat or Buon Brieng. They are to be 
taken north to Phu Bai Airport.” 

“What are you saying?” Krashchenko asked. “The 
Black Eagles are flying to Hue?” 

Truong, aware that he had gained the advantage i in 
the discussion, merely allowed his smile to grow wider. 
“That is correct.” 

“But... how could you know this, Comrade 
Truong?” Krashchenko was clearly annoyed. He was 
unused to coming in second in any race. “Are you 
certain?” - 

“You have your sources, comrade. I have mine. The 
Black Eagles are not going south. You area victim of 
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misinformation. By early morning Major | Falconi and 
his gangsters will be in Hue. Believe me.” 

Krashchenko was stumped. He had no choice but to 
accept what Truong was telling him as the truth. 
Damnit to hell! Heads were going to roll over this 
disclosure. He paid plenty to be kept up to date on 
matters, and this was his reward—faulty information 
that was absolutely worthless! 

Blatskaya rabota! .. . Whore’s work! 

“Very well, Comrade Truong,” Krashchenko finally 
said, doing his best to keep his temper under control. 
“It would seem the bribes I pay my informants are not 
always worth the expense. I thank you for the 
knowledge that the Black Eagles will be flying to Hue. I 
intend to utilize that information to our mutual 
advantage.” 

Truong, who. resented not knowing the details of 
whatever Krashchenko had in mind, could not resist 
asking. “Am I to assume then, comrade, that you have 
patriots in Hue to assist our cause?” 

“As you so recently reminded me, comrade,” 
Krashchenko said, vaguely.aware that the pain in his 
stomach no_ longer troubled. him. “You have your 
sources ... I have mine.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


The scheme the brothers cooked up was a gem. 
Posing as policemen, Kaarlo and Andrei Bartoshuk 
would call upon a Moscow housewife in the middle of 
-. the day. Informing the woman that her husband had 
-been taken into custody, they would report that they 
had been sent to search the home for contraband. If the 
woman cooperated and turned over any hidden 
- valuables without forcing the pair to ransack the place, 
then the authorities were bound to go easier on the 
woman’s spouse. If not... well, the woman might 
soon find herself existing on a widow's pension. _ 

Frightened and half out of her mind with worry, the 
terrified housewife always succumbed to the implied 
‘threat of violence to her husband, hurriedly rushing to 
whatever secret hideaway she had, returning moments 
afterward with the valuables the brothers had re- 
quested—usually varying amounts of rubles in cash, 
jewelry, or negotiable government bonds. - 

Kaarlo and Andrei accepted the valuables and then 
left, promising before departing to put in a good word 
for the woman’s husband down at headquarters. That 
was the last the woman ever saw of them or her 
valuables. 
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A week or so later the swindlers would strike again in. 
another section of the city, successfully bilking their 
unsuspecting victims time and time again. The plan 
never failed them and in due course they had amassed a 
fortune worth thousands. 

Well into their second year of operation, Kaarlo 
convinced his younger brother that they were only 
scratching the surface of the true riches to be earned. 
By Kaarlo’s simplistic logic, if they could accumulate 
such wealth by working their swindle once every two 
weeks, then their take would easily be doubled by 
_ increasing their scam to twice its present rate. Andrei, 
no ray of sunshine when it came to thinking on his feet, 
readily agreed with Kaarlo’s proposal. 

Initially, under their stepped-up program, the 
brothers’ enterprise flotrished better than ever. Trueto 
- Kaarlo’s prediction, the amount of money gathered 
through their swindles grew in proportion to the 
number of citizens they victimized. 

Theirs was a business of unlimited potential. It-was 
so easy. Not once during their impersonations as police 
officers did a single housewife ask to see their 
identification. In a society where fear and suspicion 
were as tangible as night and day, none of the women 
dared question the brothers’ authority. 

Encouraged by the continued growth of their 
partnership’s rewards, the team of Bartoshuk and 
Bartoshuk was half-toying with the notion of upping 
_ their swindling activities to at least two per week when 
' disaster struck. Misfortune frowned, and in a single 
momentous afternoon their whole sordid operation 
came tumbling down on their heads. In this instance, 
though, misfortune had a name—Lieutenant Colonel 

Gregori Krashchenko of the KGB. 

’ Returning home after'an exhaustive meeting on 
internal matters of State security that had lasted all 


59 


through the night and well beyond noon the following 
day, Krashchenko had driven by Kaarlo and Andrei 
just. as the brothers were preparing to launch their 
latest swindle. His senses honed over the years to | 
alerting him whenever something out of the ordinary 
was going on, the KGB colonel correctly guessed that 
Kaarlo and Andrei were up to no good. 

- Parking his Moskvich in the first space he came 
to, Krashchenko was soon out of his car and follow- 
ing the Brothers Bartoshuk into one of Moscow's 
government-subsidized apartment buildings. The 
brothers’ destination was one of the residences on 
the complex’s fifth floor. 

Tracking the pair undetected pase: ‘no difficulty for — 
the able Krashchenko. Even if he had been careless 
with his surveillance it was not likely Kaarlo or Andrei 
would have noticed. With their sense of caution dulled 
by overconfidence from their successes, it is doubtful 

. whether a brass band playing at their heels would have 


“caused them concern. 


*- The brothers’ target for the day was a housewife 
“whose apartment was three doors down from the 
- entrance to the stairwell. Thanks to. the shoddy 
construction of the building, the acoustics of the fifth 
floor corridor easily enabled Krashchenko to remain 
out of sight at the top of the stairs and still hear 
everything his.suspects said to the housewife once she 
opened her door. 

The KGB agent’s instincts had again proven correct, 
_ and as he listened from his hiding place he heard it all: 
Kaarlo and Andrei misrepresenting themselves as 
officers of the law, the bold-faced lie about the 
woman’s husband having been arrested, and the 
demand that the woman turn over to them any 
concealed valuables so that the authorities would go 
easier on her spouse. The entire scam took less than ten 
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minutes to complete before Kaarlo and Andrei, 
- valuables in hand, were on their way to the stairwell 
and escape. 

“Ah, comrades,” Krashchenko said, stepping into 
the hallway and blocking the brothers’ exit. “You’ve 
been working hard this afternoon, I see.” 

Kaarlo and Andrei, stunned by the fact that 
Krashchenko had seémingly popped out of the 
woodwork, instantly felt the color drain from their 
respective faces. 

- “Good day, comrade,” Kaarlo finally said, the 
forced smile on his face worse than a. young child’s 
drawing. “I think, perhaps, that you may have us 
confused with someone else. Good day.” 

Kaarlo attempted to pass around Krashchenko and" 
was amazed when he was allowed to do so. “Come, 
Andrei,” he called and then started down the stairs, his 
brother following anxiously behind. 

“I wonder,” Krashchenko casually spoke, “what the 
punishment for impersonating police officers is today? - 
What do you think, comrades? Do these phony play 
actors get an extended session of ‘forcible treatment’ or 
are they merely taken out and shot?” 

“Forcible treatment?” It was Andrei, genuine fear - 
registering in his voice , who responded this time—the 
threat of the government's program of incarcerating 
troublesome individuals in insane asylums more than 
the younger Bartoshuk cared to deal with. | 
- Immediately, Kaarlo and Andrei ceased their hasty 
exit down the stairs and turned to regard the source of 
all their nightmares. Kaarlo glanced furtively at his 
brother, then started back up the steps. _ Come, 
Andrei, let us hear what the man has to say.” 

Krashchenko, physically smaller than either of the 
brothers, could not have seen the wheels of aggression 
turning in Kaarlo’s mind any more clearly if the man 
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- had been wearing a placard advertising his intentions. 
“And before you stupidly go through with your plan - 
to'do me bodily harm,” Krashchenko calmly ex- 
plained, “it is only fair that you know who I 
am... Lieutenant Colonel Gregori Krashchenko. I 
am not so immodest as to expect you men to have 
heard of me, but I am certain of your familiarity with 
the organization I represent. I am speaking, of course, 
of the KGB.” 

Kaarlo and Andrei stopped halfway. up the flight of 
. Stairs as though struck dumb. Kaarlo, with a laugh as 
bogus as his police credentials, spread his arms wide to 

_ show he was not carrying any weapons. 
-“And who said anything about hurting anyone, 
comrade?” Kaarlo’s nerve was wavering. “We are all 
‘ men of the world. I am sure we can discuss this matter 


_ as reasonable adults.” 


“I am certain we can,” Krashchenko agreed, and 
then, before the Bartoshuk brothers could rejoin him 
on the fifth floor, the KGB agent started down to meet 
. them, his action signaling to the pair that he was not . 
afraid. “Turn around and continue down the steps,” he 
instructed. “We will talk as we walk.” 

“Kaarlo?” Andrei looked to his brother for support. 

“Do as he says,” Kaarlo ordered. “It won’t hurt us to 
hear what the man has to say.” 

“Ah, the wisest decision you have made in a very 
long time,” Krashchenko congratulated the man. “I 
can see that we are going to get along splendidly.” 

They continued to descend in silence all the way to 
the third floor before Kaarlo, unable to contain 
himself, blurted out. 

“All right,” he insisted, “let’s hear it! You have 
_ something to tell us. What is it?” 

“Very well,” Krashchenko said, the lies flowing from 
him as though he had rehearsed them for hours. “I have 
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been following you two for weeks now, gathering the 
sordid details of your swindling activities. Posing as 
policemen, indeed! What a sorry state the country will 
be in when it employs the likes of you to enforce the 
laws.” 

Andrei’s head shook back. and forth. “Please, 
comrade, let us...” 

“Silence!” Krashchenko barked, letting the brothers 
know he was in complete control of the situation. “You 
will speak only when spoken to. Is that understood?” 

Their spirits broken, Kaarlo and Andrei could only 
nod. 

“Excellent,” Krashchenko told them. “First off, 
concerning your visit to the tenant of floor 
five... how much was your take? Give it to me.” 

Reluctantly, Kaarlo removed a fat envelope from the 
inside pocket of his parka and turned it over. to 
Krashchenko. The KGB agent dutifully counted the 
contents of the envelope and quickly slipped the money 
deep into his own pocket. 

“Hmmm,” Krashchenko mused, “eleven.thousand 
rubles. Not a bad wage for an afternoon’s work. Your 
brazen impersonation has served you well. I salute 
your ingenuity.” 

They reached the bottom of the stairwelland Kaarlo 
turned to Krashchenko. “Am I given to understand, 
comrade, that you are letting my brother and me go 
free? You are not going to arrest us?” 

Krashchenko laughed. “What do you think, com- 
rade? One does not enter into a business arrangement 
one minute, only to have his partners thrown into jail 
the next. As I said, I have been keeping a close watch on 
your activities for weeks. I see no reason why you 
shouldn’t continue as you have been. Naturally, I will 
expect a fair share for my buying into the firm, so to 
speak.” 
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“And what is today’s rate of exchange on fair 
shares?” Kaarlo asked. 

“Fifty percent.” Krashchenko stated his terms, and, 
before Kaarlo could sputter his objections, quickly 
added, “A small price to pay for my silence. Da?” 

“Yes, all right,” Kaarlo agreed, nearly gritting the 
-enamel of his teeth to powder. Bribes were a way of life 
for any resident of Moscow. Could blackmail be any 
worse? “Fifty percent.” 

“Excellent.”. 

Kaarlo shrugged. “But what of our...?” 

Krashchenko patted the pocket of his coat contain- 
ing the envelope full of money. “Let’s just say I'shall be 
keeping this as evidence. I can’t honestly think of a - 
better way to inaugurate our incorporation. Can you, 
comrade?” 

Kaarlo glumly replied, “Nyet.” . 

And so Krashchenko and the Brothers Bartoshuk 
had become partners of sorts; Kaarlo and Andrei 
continuing to fleece their unsuspecting victims, and 
. Krashchenko taking half of whatever the pair suc- 
ceeded in stealing. The profitable enterprise went on 
for another three years, until Krashchenko received 
word of his appointment to North Vietnam. 

Rather than leave the brothers behind to ply their 
trade while he was away, Krashchenko arranged for 
Kaarlo and Andrei to travel with him to North 
Vietnam—not to Hanoi where Krashchenko would be, 
but to one of the many observation posts the KGB 
agent would be setting up throughout the country. 

Which explained how the team of Bartoshuk and 
’ Bartoshuk was doing time in Hue when a summons in 
the middle of the night roused them from their sleep. 
Rising from beneath the mosquito netting of his 
sagging bunk, Kaarlo answered the door and accepted 
what a messenger boy of nine pressed into his hand—a 
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single fifty kopek coin. 

“Cam on ong.” Kaarlo thanked the boy, then closed 
the door to his room as a sleepy-eyed Andrei looked up 
from his pillow. 

“What is it, Kaarlo?” 

“A message from our friend in Hanoi,” Kaarlo said, 
as he began searching the room for his clothes. “No 
more sleep tonight, I’m afraid. Comrade Krashchenko 
needs our help.” 


65 


CHAPTER SIX 


The Huey turned. and banked to the right as they 

began making their descent, the less than subtle motion 
of the chopper jarring Falconi awake. Like any 
professional soldier whose down time was as precious 
as gold, Falconi grabbed his sleep when and where he 
could get it. Zonking out in the “Slick” wasn’t exactly _ 
on par with an overnight stay at The Ritz, he reasoned, 
but it sure beat the hell out of falling asleep on his feet. 
- So, they were going to Hue. He wondered what 
Fagin had on the stove for them this time? Something 
pretty damn important, or else why pull them off their 
_ run down to Buon Brieng? It wasn’t that he objected to 
working ground control for the Air America boys. 
Hell, that was what it was all about! 

What really griped Falconi was the casual attitude 
Fagin and his pals tended to exhibit when it came to 
shuffling the Black Eagles from one corner of: 
Southeast Asia to the other: Hey, we got an American_ - 
pilot needs bustin’ outta some NVA “prison \ 
camp ...no sweat, send in the Black Eagles! How 
about taking down that nuclear power plant/in Laos? 
Quit your gripin’. .. Falconi and the Black Eagles’ll 
handle it. 


66 


Falconi was sure that wasn’t exactly how the 
assignments for him and his men were doled out, but he 
did know that without the proper R & R in between 
missions, even the best soldiers in the world begin to 
slow_ down. It was inevitable. Sooner or later the 
continuous stress caught up to you. Reaction time 
deteriorated and careless mistakes got made. 

What that translated ‘to in the field was that 
‘efficiency levels dropped in direct proportion to the © 
KIA count’s rising. The Black Eagles had already lost - 
too many good men. Falconi didn’t want to lose any. 
more of the team, and especially not because somebody 
in the Sneaky Pete brigade had a hard-on for this or 

that pet project. 
‘  “Ahhbhh,” Culpepper yawned and stretched. “Slept 
like a baby.” 

“Glad to hear it,” Falconi told him as the remaining 
members of the detachment riding in the Huey began | 
to stir. 

“Hey, we're goin’ down!” Dobbs noticed... 

“Short flight,” Falconi said. 

Dobbs scratched at an itch of undetermined origin 
under his arm. “Yeah, it’s only on the long ones that ya 
get the in-flight movies.” 

Chun Kim, who had ridden most of the way from 
“B” camp in silence, summed up his feeling for the day 
by commenting on the weather outside the aircraft. 
“It’s raining.”. 

That’s putting it mildly, Falconi thought, as their 
chopper continued to descend. The early morning skies 
over Phu Bai Airport were angry and black—skies that 
would have served perfectly as the setting for a 
‘Hollywood epic titled something along the lines of The 
Return of Noah. 

Rain ‘fell in thick sheets, and visibility from where 
~ they were riding was nil. The “Slick” seemed lost in a 
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swirling mass of gray with no ups or downs, no left or 
right; the kind of flying hell that renewed Falconi’s 
admiration for the ability of pilots everywhere. 

There was a.sudden feeling of weightlessness as the 
Huey made its final approach, then the wheels found 
the ground and they were down. 

“And thank you for flying Air America,” Dobbs said 
in a light, airy voice. “Hope to see you again. Do have a 
nice day.” 

“Not if “we lave to spend it listenin’ to you, 
- sweetheart,” Culpepper joked, doing a passable imita- 
tion of Bogart. 

Disembarking from the Hueys took less than five 
minutes, the Black Eagles running with their gear 
through the pounding rain to an open hangar that was 
fifty yards from where they had landed. With the 
exception of a pair of ARVN soldiers unloading crates 
in a far corner of the building, the hangar was empty. 

“So, what’s the scoop, Falcon?” Top Gordon asked 
once they were inside and out of the rain. It was his first 
chance to speak to Falconi since their departure from 
“B” camp. “Why the change in plans?” 

_ Falconi frowned. “What do you think, Top?” 
“Fagin’s fuckin’ around with us again. Yeah?” 
“Close enough,” Falconi said. “If not him, one of his 

pals.” 

“About what I figured,” the tough E-8 admitted. 

-“That’s the only reason I can see for bumping us up to 

Hue.” 

Staff Sergeant Charlie Tripper sneezed jes then 


wiped his nose dry with the end of his sleeve. “ ae 


Gettin’ a cold.” 

“Don’t you dare!” Malpractice ordered. 

Dobbs pointed outside as the rain began falling even 
harder. “So, what’re we supposed to do? Ride our 
thumbs into Hue? I thought there'd be somebody here 
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to pick us up. We try sloggin’ into town in this shit and 
we'll all drown for sure.” 

"No, we won't,” Falconi promised. “This time we're 
going in style.” 

And as though they had been cued to appear at that 
moment, four French Citroens came.splashing along 
the road leading to the hangar, pulling inside and out of 
the rain, the vehicle in the lead coming to a halt less 
than ten feet from where the Black Eagles were 
standing. 

The driver of the first Citroen jomped out. He wasan 
American in his late twenties, with sandy-colored hair 
and a bright smile that looked genuine. He wore a pair 
of light tan trousers and:a dark green pullover shirt. 
“Somebody call a cab?” 

Falconi nodded. “You got it.” 

“Major Falconi?” the driver asked. 

“That’s two in a row. You're on a roll.” 

“I’m Harper. Sorry we're late, major. The roads to 
the airport are in miserable shape. When they get wet, 
they get slippery. Had to keep the speedo under a 
hundred. You know how it is.” ; 

“Sure.” Falconi decided he liked the guy. “Okay if we 
hop aboard?” 

“Be my guest,” Harper said, crossing to the back of 
the car and popping the lid on the trunk as the drivers 
of the other three Citroens emerged and went through 
the same motions. “Stow what you want back here. 
The rest you can carry up front.” 

“Thanks,” Falconi said. 

Falconi, Culpepper, and Whitaker, ‘the Australian 
Army SAS man, piled their gear into Harper's car. 
Dobbs, Top Gordon, Skinny Maywood and 
Malpractice grabbed the second Citroen, while the 
remaining members of the team took to the seats of the 
last two cars. 
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“All we need is some flags on the fenders and we'd 
look like a bunch of diplomats,” Culpepper said, 
climbing into the back seat next to Falconi. Whitaker 
sat in the front seat beside Harper. 

“All set?” Harper slid behind the wheel and started 
the Citroen’s engine. 

“Hore, James,” Falconi told the man. 

Harper grinned and dropped the transmission into 
drive, then eased their car out from beneath the 
protection of the hangar and back into the rain. 

As the last of the Citroens drove from the hangar, 
one of the ARVN soldiers unloading the crates excused 
himself and went to a small. office at the rear of the 
building. Inside was a phone. Dialing from memory, 
the man placed a call to a number in Hue. He delivered 
his message as soon as his party answered. 

“Tell Kaarlo they’re here.” 

He hung up the phone and returned to finish 
unleadite the crates. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 


_ Harper was snapping off the facts on Hue like he 
might have been born and raised there. “Hue was the 
imperial capital during the Hguyen Dynasty, which - 
was from eighteen-o-two to nineteen-forty-five. It is 
Vietnam’s principal centrally located city. We're six 
hundred eighty klicks south of Hanoi and a thousand 
_eighty kilometers north of Saigon. 

- “The city takes up an area of six square miles, and 
has an estimated population of somewhere just above a 
hundred thousand. The Perfume River, that’s Huong 
Giang in Vietnamese, runs through the center of town, 
dividing the Citadel and commercial areas on the left 
bank from the administrative section on the right. . 

~“The Citadel is sort of shaped like our Pentagon 
building back in the U.S. It was built by Emperor Gia- 

- Long in eighteen-o-two and designed by French 
military advisors who helped the emperor come to 
power in the same year. 

“You should like the Citadel... there’s plenty to 
see. Museums, a variety of trees, and a smell of flowers” 
in the air that can be intoxicating at times. The | 
Citadel’s walls measure nearly seven hundred yards on 
each side, and the complex is completely surrounded 
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by a series of moats. > 

“The Citadel, incidently, is where we're headed, 
MACYV headquarters is tucked safe and warm inside. 
Anything else you want to know?” 

“No, man, you covered it all,” Culpepper answered, 
then whispered so that only Falconi could hear. “Sorry 
I asked.” 

Falconi.smiled. “Next time you'll know better.” 

_ Phu Bai Airport was fifteen miles outside of Hue, 
and, though they had completed more than half of their 
journey, the early morning rain continued to pour. 
Harper had the defrost vents and the air conditioning 
going full blast, but the windows inside the Citroen 
were still steaming up. 

Falconi, sitting behind Harper, lowered.his window 
a crack to let in some air. His skin felt sticky and he was 
wringing wet with sweat. His face was scratchy with 
whiskers and badly in need of a shave, and there was a 

‘ripe odor rising from his clothes that reminded 

Falconi of spoiled meat. He didn’t give a damn if Fagin 
wanted the Black Eagles to kidnap the Man in the 
Moon ... before he went back out into the field he was 
going to find somewhere to clean up. 

He rubbed away a clear space on his window and 
looked out. Stretching away to his left, the rain-soaked 
earth gradually climbed and became hilly. Further out 
the hills became mountains, running like a twisting 
spine across the earth, the mountaintops lost ina misty 
snarl of low gray clouds. 

Culpepper had his window down far enough for 
Falconi to see where endless fields of rice paddies 
seemed to go on forever. Even in the rain workers were 
busy toiling with their crops. Falconi shook his head. 
War, lousy weather like this, sickness or death . . . the 
business of growing rice never stopped. 

“How many cows in Hue?” Falconi asked. 
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“About two hundred,” Harper shot back. “Why?” 
« “Just testing,” Falconi replied. “You never know 

when some of this stuff you’ve been shovelin’ in our 
direction will come in handy.” 

Harper’s eyes met Falconi’s in the rearview mirror. 
“You'd be surprised, major. The city’s also got about 
six hundred cars and at least seventy thousand bicycles. 
Whatta you think of that?” 

“Spoken like a gentleman, Harper,” Falconi said. 
“You've done your homework.” 

_ “Thank you, sir.” 

Whitaker turned in his seat and nodded back to 
Culpepper. “If it’s all the same to you, I'd like to roll my 
window down a bit. It’s pretty lacking for tp breathable 
air up here.” 

“Be my guest,” said Culpepper. 

“Ta.” Whitaker rolled his window down. “I didn’t 
want you to get wet.” 

“No harm. I’m still dryin’ out from back at Phu Bai.” 

Whitaker laughed. “Me too.” 

As they drew nearer to the city Falconi found that 
the air blowing in through his window bore a heavy 
sweet smell. He recognized the scent as belonging to 
lotus blossoms. 

“That’s lotus, isn’t it?” 

“Yes; sir. The lotus is a symbol of Hue. To the 
Vietnamese it represents purity. I'm told that one- 
twentieth of all the city’s revenues come from the 
flower and its many uses. The moats around the Citadel 
are choking with them.” 

“Phew!” Culpepper coughed as the lotus smell grew 
stronger. “I’m about chokin’ on ’em myself.” 

The Citroen’s windshield wipers beat back and forth, 
the steady cadence giving the Black Eagles in the lead 
car an on-again-off-again view of Hue as they entered . 
the ay and Harper began easing their auto through the 
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slow-moving traffic. Bicycles jockeyed for position 
from all points on the compass, crossing in front of 
them as though totally oblivious to the Citroen’s pres- .. 
ence. 

- Harper had said Hue had seventy thousand bicycles. 
~ Falconi could easily believe it. Evenin the middle of the 
rainstorm every bicycle rider in town appeared to have 
taken to the road at once. 

They. reached an intersection and turned right— 
away from the direction of what Harper dutifully 
identified as Ngu Binh Mountain and the north-south 
railway line. Most of the cyclists braving the storm 
followed the Citroen’s example, heading for the 
opposite shore of the Perfume River and Hue’s 
principal marketplace. 

Approaching another intersection, Harper pulled to 
the side of the road. Citroen number two—containing 
Dobbs, Malpractice, Skinny Maywood and Top 
Gordon—did the same. Seconds later the final pair of 
_ cars drove by, both.of which turned left at the corner 

and disappeared. 

' Once they were out of sight, Harper eased back out 

into the flow of traffic and continued in the original 
direction they had been going. 

_ “Why the split?” Falconi questioned as soon as they 

were moving again. “Trouble?” 

“No. Simply a precautionary measure,” Harper 
supplied, cutting the wheel hard to the left as the 
Citroen narrowly avoided running over an old woman 
clutching a live chicken to her breast. “We never know 
for sure who’s watching. Or when. It’s not like the 
Communists wear signs for us. That'd make it tooeasy. - 
When we left for the airport this morning we departed 
from the Citadel two at a time. It’s safer for us if we 
return in the same manner. No reason to make it too 
easy for them, either.” : 
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“Amen to that, brother,” Culpepper agreed. 

“And the way this traffic’s crawling,” Whitaker 
observed, “if all four cars were to get stuck bumper to 
bumper, the Communists would be able to pick us off 
like shootin’ fish in a pond.” 

“Which is another reason for the split,” Harper said. © 
The rainfall had slackened to a drizzle by now, which 
prompted him to comment that in two or three hours it 
would be impossible to tell it had showered at all. “The 
streets will be dry as a bone and that will be the end of 
it... at least until tomorrow morning. And then the 
process will repeat itself.” 

They were still a quarter-mile from the waters of the 
Huong Giang when a wizened figure, walking barefoot 
and dressed in a black rubber poncho-style raincoat, - 
stepped out from an alley, off the curb and into the 
street, holding the palm of his left hand out to the 
Citroen like he was directing traffic. 

Unable to go on without striking the man down, 
Harper applied the brakes and slowed to a stop as the 
old man nodded his thanks. 

“What’s going on?” Falconi was curious. 

The old man turned and motioned with his right 
‘ hand to someone inside the alley. Almost immediately, 
a battered flatbed truck began backing out of the alley 
and onto the street, its cargo area to the rear staked on. 
all sides with vertical wooden slats and filled close to - 
bursting with hundreds of fresh picked cabbages.. 
English lettering stenciled on the driver’s door said the 
truck was part of the Happy Sun Vegetable Company. 

“Cam o’n ong!” The old man shouted his gratitude to 
Harper for letting the truck back out, then he spun on 
his heels and ran to jump on the. vehicle’ s running 
board as the truck drove off. 

. Harper released the brakes and fed the Citroen’ s 
engine some gas, rolling forward again and making for 
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the Perfume River. He settled into his seat and 
happened to check the reflection in his side-view 
mirror, noticing then that another vegetable truck like 
the one in front of them had pulled in behind the 
second Citroen. 

“That's odd,” Harper decided. 

Falconi tensed, not particularly liking the tone of 
Harper’s voice. “What?” 

“Your friends behind. us,” he began. “There’s 
another vegetable truck in back of . 

The truck in front of them jerked to an abrupt halt 
and the load of cabbages in back suddenly sprouted a 
couple of Viet Cong assassins who had been hiding 
below—each Ho hitman wielding an AK-47 assault 
rifle. 

Falconi’s eyes widened: in alarm as the gun-toting - 
Communists popped into sight. An ambush! “Down!” 
he screamed as Culpepper and Whitaker followed his 
example by throwing themselves to the floor of thecar. _ 

Harper looked up from the mirror and saw the 
gunmen in the truck, What should he do? He hesitated, 
- and in the moment separating life from death, his . 

--indecision cost him his life. 
- Together, both Communist killers opened fire, their 
Automat Kalashnikovs chattering as one, sweeping a 
pattern of thunder and destruction across the front of 
_ the Citroen, shattering the windshield, blasting it to a 
_ thousand hopeless pieces and reducing Harper's skull 
to a bowl of bloody slush. 

Falconi pressed himself even further into the floor of 
the car as bullets whizzed mere inches above. him, 
plowing relentlessly into the back seat’s upholstery, ~ 
each shot sending more of what remained of Harper’s 
head and neck spraying about the Citroen’s interior. 

A glob of something sticky dropped on Falconi’s 
neck and he wiped it off. Outside, in the direction of 
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' where Dobbs and the others would be, the sounds of 
more gunfire could be heard ripping along the street. 
Damn! They were locked in the heat of a _fire- 
fight... right in the fucking middle of Hue! ‘Son- 
of-a...! 

The AKs in front went silent as the magazines of 
both rifles were exhausted. Falconi wasn’t about to 
give the bastards the chance to reload. 

“Now it’s our turn,” Falconi told Culpepper. 
Gripping his Colt .45 like it was a natural extension of 
his hand, he took a deep breath and threw open the 
back door. 

Kicking his way outside, Falconi dove from the rear ' 
of the Citroen, striking the slick pavement, dropping in 
a-roll to the left and coming up with the Colt blazing 
away like portable lightning i in his fist. 

His first shot went high, zinging above his.targets, 
missing them altogether. Shots two and three fared 
much better, both .45 piledrivers slapping into the 
nearest assassin with a double dose of doom—the first 
bullet conducting an impromptu expedition from one 
side of the man’s chest cavity to the other, while the 
second slug from Falconi’s Colt caught the assassin 
with a below-the-belt shot to the groin. 

Screaming in agony at the sudden turn of events, the 
instant-soprano dropped his gun and died with his 
fingers fumbling to soothe the fire burning at his. 
crotch. 

The remaining killer stationed on the back of the 
truck had finished reloading and was pulling the 
operating handle on the right side of the AK’s receiver 
to chamber a fresh cartridge when Falconi’s .45 put the 
Communist’s efforts on permanent hold. 

Twice the combat Colt lashed out, each of the 
targeted rounds impacting side by side on the chest of 
the VC assailant, ripping the man’s lungs to cole slaw 
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and exploding between his shoulder blades in a geyser 
of blood that dyed the cabbages in the truck a gooey 
red. The killer’s assault rifle went flying into the air as 
the body of its owner flopped down and died. 

But Falconi’s problems were far from over. 

Even as the second of the two assassins was playing 
dead for keeps, the driver's door of the vegetable truck 
burst open and another killer joined the fight. Wielding | 
a PPSh-41 SMG, the newest edition to the battle 
swung the muzzle of his Soviet-made submachine gun 
towards, Falconi and opened fire, indiscriminately: 

- blowing away anything or anyone who got in his way. 

One such unfortunate was an old man peddling a 
supply of conical hats to market. Catching a full third 
of the SMG?’s thirty-five round box magazine, the 
killer’s victim was stitched across the midsection and 
lifted from his bicycle seat in a sloppy somersault that 
ended in a red-smeared slide across the pavement. 

Rising and pushing off to the left, Falconi fired the 
remaining two shots of his Colt at the truck driver. 
Neither connected, but they did succeed in forcing the 
driver to stop slaughtering innocents in favor of, 
seeking cover at the front of the truck. 

Immediately, Falconi knelt and began changing 
magazines in his Colt as fast as he could, pressing the 
catch, ejecting the magazine, catching it in his left 
hand, dropping it into his pocket as he reached for a 
spare. Fifty feet to his rear Dobbs and the others had 
their hands full coping with the VC from the second 
vegetable truck Harper had spotted before he was 

‘killed. Bullets were competing with the raindrops as 
Hue’s citizens panicked and ran. Abandoned bicycles 
littered the roadside. , 

Seeing that Falconi was busy reloading his handgun, 
the killer with the PPSh-41 who had ducked behind the 
front of the truck emitted a high-pitched bellow of 
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triumph and charged, the SMGin his hands barking to 
life as a stream of hot slugs cut a path to Falconi’s 
position. 

“Falcon!” Culpepper yelled, leaping from the rear of 
the Citroen, his M-16 delivering a furious message of 
finality to the Communist with the SMG. 

Distracted by Culpepper’s intervention, the killer 

turned to his left, bringing the SMG around to take out 
Culpepper, but the Black Eagles demo expert beat him 
to the draw . . . popping the Red across the belly witha 
triple blast that tore open his gut faster than a razor - 
blade working tissue paper. 
' The VC's insides were spilling onto the street and he 
was hollering like a tiger had just raked its claws over 
his ass, but he refused to let go of the PPSh-41. 
Stumbling to remain on his feet, the dying man flexed 
his fingers over the SMG’s trigger, determined some- 
how to take Culpepper with him. ; 

Culpepper continued firing, sending another two 
shots smacking hard into his target, but the bastard 
didn’t fall! The demo pro watched helplessly as the 
PPSh-41 came around to take him down. 

Falconi slammed the fresh magazine home with a 
click, grasped the slide with the thumb and fingers of - 

‘his left hand and pulled back, releasing the slide and 
chambering a new cartridge. Spinning to his right, the 
Black Eagles’ CO caught the killer with the SMG just 
as he was preparing to dust off Culpepper. 

Blaaammmm! One shot was all it took, the hastily 
aimed .45 crunching into the killer’s forehead and 
blipping out the back of his skull ina sprinkle of brains 
and blood. His legs buckled beneath him and he fell. 

“About time, too,” Culpepper observed. 

No sooner had Falconi finished bagging one VC, 
when another sprang into view—the same old man 
wearing the poncho who had suckered them into the 
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ambush in the first place. Moving around the front end 
- of the vegetable truck, the Red fanatic was grinning 
and lining up a shot on Culpepper with a Type 56 
assault rifle. 

“Calvin!” Falconi screamed a warning, then cut 
loose with the Colt, firing twice, missing with the first 
shot, but connecting with the second—wiping the 
killer’s smile from his face with a teeth-smashing blast 
. that tore through the mouth, ricocheted off the hard 
palate, and burst clean from the front of the throatina 


. reverse tracheotomy. 


“Some sore throat,” Culpepper noted, climbing to 
his feet. 

“Are you okay?” Falconi asked. 

“Yeah,” Culpepper returned, crossing to Falconi as 
bullets from an unseen sniper ripped hungrily at his 
heels. “Ain’t this the most fun ya ever had?” 

_. “Right,” Falconi answered as they ran for the cover 
of a building close by. “I always wanted to be in the 
middle of a fuckin’ meatball sandwich!” 
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‘CHAPTER EIGHT 


Dobbs was riding in the middle of the back seat, 
shooting the shit with anyone who would listen, when 
the driver of their car calmly advised them. 

“Could be some trouble, gentlemen,” he said. 

And before anyone could ask for an explanation, the 
assassins concealed in the vegetable truck ahead leaped 
up from their hiding place and began hosing down - 
Falconi’s car with the combined fire of their AK-47s. 

- Dobbs’s eyes widened in surprise. “Damn, they're 
- hittin’ Falconi!” 

At the first sign of the ambush, David Casters, the 
driver of the second Citroen, swiveled around in his 
‘seat, searching for an avenue of escape. No dice. Even 
as he was looking over his left shoulder for an 
appropriate exit, another vegetable truck was closing 
in from the rear. Casters slammed on the brakes, threw 
the transmission into park, then reached below his 
jacket for his service revolver. 

“Another truck behind us!” Casters shouted. 

Knowing they were dead men if they stayed in the: 
car, Dobbs and the rest of the Black Eagles sharing the 
ride reacted to Casters’s warning with the same single- 
mindedness that had saved their lives many times in the 
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past. As though triggered to a timed explosion, the 
Citroen’s four doors snapped open and the Black - 
Eagles and Casters rushed out, their weapons drawn 
and already beginning to zero in on the driver of the 
truck behind them. - : 

For Ngo Dinh Ba, driving the truck and disposing of 
the wretched Americans at the same time was fast 
proving an insurmountable problem. With his right 
hand clutched to the steering wheel, and his left out the 
window gripping a Russian PPS-43 SMG, the con- 
fused man was suddenly confronted with more target 
_ potentials than he knew what to do with. 

The accursed American dogs were everywhere at 
once! 

Unable to decide which gangster to kill first, he 
found the decision taken out of his hands as the 
Yankees opened fire with their weapons. The wind- 
shield in front of him cracked, broke, and disinte- 
grated, imploding into the cab of the truck and shred- 
ding Ngo Dinh Ba’s body from the waist up with count- 
less shards of jagged glass. Blood poured from the 
useless sockets where his eyes had been as the fingers of 
his left hand spasmed with the pain and his PPS-43 
roared, indiscriminately mowing down a pair of female 
students on their way to the Dong Khanh Girls’ School 
_ nearby. 

Bright splotches of red magically blossomed on the 
young schoolgirl’s ao dais—light gossamer gowns split 
to the waist and worn over their trousers. The umbrella 
the girls had been sharing sailed through the air and 
dropped to the rain-slick street a heartbeat before they 
did; both girls crying and holding on to each other 
while death swooped in to claim them. 

Ngo Dinh Ba saw none of this. Blinded from the 
broken glass splattering his face, his mind shut down 
completely when the bullets from the Americans’ guns 
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peppered his body repeatedly. Puzzled because he no 
longer felt any pain, he was stunned that it had stopped 
raining and he could see the sun. 

Then he was dead and the:weight of his foot on the 
accelerator sent the front of the truck on a direct 
collision course with the back of the Citroen. 

I'd like to kick Krashchenko’s ass, Andrei Bartoshuk 
was thinking. Riding in the rear of the second Happy 
Sun Vegetable Company truck :with three more 
comrades participating in the attack, Andrei had never 
in his life seen things fall apart so quickly! Further 
along the road he could hear where his brother and the 
others had met with the enemy. From the sounds of 
_ things the comrades ahead were faring poorly. 

He wished Kaarlo luck. 

Andrei hefted the comforting 4.31-kg weight of his 
PPSh-41 in his hand and was about to venture a glance 
over the top of the truck bed when gunfire from the 
Americans in the second car they were following began 
homing in on their truck. He heard as the windshield 
was destroyed and shifted his eyes to.the left in time to 
see one of the comrades next to him pumping blood all 
over the cabbages from a massive wound through the 
neck. 

Andrei blanched and fought to keep his breakfast 
down as more of the enemy’s bullets punctured the 
back of the cab and continued perforating the comrade 
. with the lacerated jugular. 

The youngest Bartoshuk brother was mentally © 
roasting Comrade Krashchenko over red hot coals 
- when the truck lurched ahead and smashed with a 
- resounding crash against the back of the second 
Citroen. The truck shuddered and the two men riding 
beside Andrei grabbed for the wooden slats on the 
truck bed to keep from falling down. Andrei tried 
doing the same, but instead of connecting with the 
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slats, his desperate fingers closed only on empty air. . 

If he had been one of the talented trained bears 
performing center-ring at Moscow’s world-famous 
circus, Andrei’s next move would have brought the 
audience to their feet. The truck slid into the Citroen as 
far as it could go and came to an abrupt stop. 

Andrei Bartoshuk did not. 

With the momentum of the colliding truck carrying 
him forward, the startled Andrei found himself lifted 
from his feet and thrown over the top of the truck’s cab, 
flipping through the air in an apparently flawless 
acrobatic stunt that ended when he landed, ass-first, on 
the crumpled hood of the truck. 

Somehow he managed td hang on to his SMG, but 
before he recovered from his unintentional joy ride and 
could put the burp gun to use, Dobbs and the others 
were treating him to a crash course in the art of dying. 

Andrei opened his mouth to scream as the force of 
the multiple 5.56mm slugs pelting his body drove him 
up along the hood of the truck, straining him through 
the shattered glass of the windshield, into the front seat 
and next to the corpse of the dead driver Ngo Dinh Ba. 
His last conscious thought was trying to figure out 
what had happened to his scream. 

Andrei’s sudden demise convinced the hapless pair 
still doing time in the back of the truck that there were 
better things to do with their lives than die here and 
now at the hands of the American madmen..Too many 
of their comrades had been butchered, and the wisdom 
of checking out the sights in another part of town was 
just too good to pass up. Throwing their unfired 
Kalashnikovs down on the bed of cabbages lining the 
back of the truck, the two Viet Cong vaulted over the 
back of the truck and ran for their lives. ° 

“Hey!” Skinny Maywood announced as the barefoot 
duo hurried to lose themselves in the rest of the crowd 
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fleeing the gunfight, “Two of ‘em are high-tailin’ it 
outta here!” 

But before Maywood or anyone else could run after 
the pair, the Communists from the truck were gone, 
swallowed to the point-of invisibility by the mob of 
Hue’s citizens running to escape. 

“Crap!” Maywood complained. “Lost ’em. What the © 
hell’re ya gonna do? They all look alike.” 

Fresh gunfire erupted further up the street as 
Malpractice turned instinctively to the sound. 

“Forget em. We gotta help Falcon!” 


Falconi and Culpepper made it to the side of the 
building they were running for, the angry crack of 
bullets striking the pavement at their heels as they ran. 
Ducking into a narrow recess'scarcely large enough for 
both of them to fit, Falconi turned.and erouched, 
minimizing his target potential and making iteasier for 
Culpepper to do likewise. 

“Sounds like we got a Lone Ranger,” Culpepper 
guessed as the shooting from their unseen assailant 
stopped. “You get a chance to see where he’s at?” 

- “Nope. Too busy hurryin’ to keep my feet dry.” 

“Me too.” 

Falconi cautiously ventured to look around the 
corner of the recessed area they were in and quickly — 
withdrew to safety as a heavy barrage of subgun fire 
dug holes from the edge of the wall. 

Calvin waited for the shooting to subside, then 
commented wryly, “That cuts it. Ya can tell the man 
from the real estate office we ain’t takin’ the house. The 
neighborhood's too damn noisy.” 

“I caught where our friend is watching us from.” 

‘“Where’s that?” 
“Left front bumper of the vegetable truck.” 
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“Hmmmph. How'd he get there? Drop outta the 
sky?” 

Falconi shrugged. “Probably riding shotgun. How's 
your eye feel today?” 

“Ready to take on the Earps. Whatta ya got in 
mind?” . 

“Runnin’ back to our car.” - 

“Shit, that’s crazy!" Culpepper laughed nervously. 
“It’s still raining.” 

“And me without my rubbers. Ready?” 

Culpepper nodded. “Hope to hell you know what 
you’re doin’, Falcon.” 

“So do I.” 

Like a sprinter going for a world record, Falconi 
charged from the recess in the wall and ran for the 
Citroen’s open doorway. Two feet into his race the 
subgunner using the vegetable truck for cover threw 
himself into the open to bring Falconi down. Falconi 
caught a glimpse of his opponent—a stocky Caucasian 
with black curly hair and a walrus moustache—then 
ran even faster as the man’s PPS-43 began spitting fire 
and death. 

With his target plainly i in sight, Culpepper jumped 
out from where he was waiting and let his M-16 do its 
stuff. The demo expert’s third shot did the trick— 
hitting not the man, but slapping instead against the 
stock of the PPS-43. 

Kaarlo Bartoshuk gasped out loud as the Russian 
SMG was torn from his grip and went flying out of 
reach. He forgot about the gun immediately and made 
a bold play for the Tokarev pistol jammed in his belt, 
his fingers closing around the reassuring weight of the 
7.62mm workhorse just as Falconi spun to the left and 
opened up with his Colt .45 1911A1. 

Considered by many as the most powerful and 
practical of all mass-produced service pistols in the 
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world, Falconi’s Colt sent a single shot blitzing into his 
target exactly where he wanted it to go—blowinga hole 
through the muscle of the target’s right shoulder. 

“Yop tvayu mat!” Kaarlo. screamed in agony, 
collapsing to the ground as a large chunk of flesh from 
his: shoulder was washed into a gutter by the rain. 
“Yobanyy!” 

Falconi was stunned...the curly-haired man 

_ writhing on the pavement was swearing in Russian! 

“Oh man, Falcon!” Culpepper’s face was all smiles. 
“You hear what I hear? We got ourselves a genuine 
stinko-pinko: a Red Square Original!” 

“Fagin’ll flip,” Falconi confirmed Culpepper’s as- 
sessment of the situation, then together they moved in 
to take their prisoner. 

Rolling around in a puddle like a wounded dog, with 
a burning forest of pain ablaze in his gunshot shoulder, 
Kaarlo Bartoshuk shook the rain and tears from his | 

~ eyes and watched as the two Black Eagles cautiously 
approached. Not far behind them more Americans 
were making their way up the street. 

His brother Andrei was dead, then. There could be 
no other explanation. The entire mission had failed. 
The Americans had won and now they were coming for 
him. Kaarlo couldn't pérmit that to happen. He didn’t 
consider himself a particularly brave man, but he did 
have his pride. Capture by the Americans would 

degrade not only him, but would slander the good 
name of his homeland as well. 

His course of action was clear. 

“Hey, Falcon... he’s... !” 

_ Even as the Americans rushed to stop him, Kaarlo 
whipped the Tokarev pistol from beneath his belt with 
his shaky left hand,.sucked the gun’s barrel into his . 
mouth and swiftly pulled the trigger. He thought he 
heard Andrei ask what had taken him so long, and then 
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‘his universe exploded ‘into a never-ending sunrise. 

“Awww, fuck!” Culpepper swore as their prize catch 
- fed the Tokarev into his mouth and blew his brains out. 
“You see what that sucker just did?” 

“Yeah,” Falconi‘said. “Whatta Hue to go.” 

“Are you guys okay?” Top Gordon questioned as he 
and the others from the second Citroen joined 
Culpepper and Falconi. 

“We're fine,” Falconi said. 

Malpractice shifted his attention from one side of the 
rain-swept street to the other. “Where’s Whitaker?” 

A sick expression washed over Falconi’s face as he 
crossed'to their car and checked the front seat. Next to 
Harper’s headless corpse, Whitaker’s body was already 
growing cold—sprawled in the seat, a fist-sized hole 
open at the side of his skull, tiny fragments of bone and 
brain matter clinging to the upholstery. 

“Hell. He must’ve bought the farm the same time 
Harper did. Never knew what hit him.” 

“A real shame,” Malpractice said. 

- Dobbs gritted his teeth. “Lousy place to die.” 

Falconi felt a chill dance along his spine. The Black 
Eagles had lost another man, something that wouldn’t 
have happened if they hadn’t been rerouted to Hue. 
Fagin had damn well better have a good explanation 
for the change in plans. 

“Okay.” Falconi finally signaled to his men. “Time 
to mop up.” 
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CHAPTER NINE 


The rain had stopped falling by the time Falconi 
arrived with his men at MACV headquarters at the 
Citadel. True to the late Agent Harper's prediction, the 
ground was drying quickly and showed little signs of - 
the storm that had passed. Soon it would be impossible 
to' tell that it had rained at all. : 

Along with the pair of badly damaged Citroens— 
one with its windshield shot to hell and back, the other 
with most of its trunk crunched together like a broken 
metal accordion—the Black Eagles also entered the 
Citadel driving one of the trucks from the Happy Sun 
Vegetable Company. 

With Agent Casters leading the way, the three 
vehicles drove into a secured section of the complex 
and parked, coming to a halt not too far from where 
Citroens number three and four had been waiting for 
some time. 

Falconi got out and stretched, feeling tired and 
angry. The sun was beginning to burn away the clouds 
overhead and a heavy layer of steam was rising into the 
air. The cloying smell of lotus flowers assaulted his 
senses. 

He hadn't been out of the car for a minute when 
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Chuck Fagin and the Black Eagles who had arrived at 
the Citadel earlier came marching out of a building 
adjacent to the parking area and hustled over to where 
Falconi was standing. 

“We just caught your act on the wire, Falconi,” 
Fagin said, an unlit cigarette dangling from the corner 
of his mouth. “What happened?” 

“You tell me.” 

Fagin looked into the back seat of the car Falconi 
had ‘been riding in. “Is that Harper?” 

“What’s left of him, yeah. And keeping him 
company there is Whitaker.” 

. “Christ. Your SAS man?” 

Falconi nodded. “That’s right.” 

“Who else did you lose?” 

- “Isn’t that enough?” 

Fagin ignored the question and pointed with his 
finger at the vegetable truck. “What's that doing here?” 

“We made a mess on the other side of the Perfume 
River,” Falconi told him, leading Fagin around to the 

. back of the truck. “We cleaned the mess up.” 

Fagin spit his cigarette onto the parking lot at the 
sight of all the bodies stacked upon one another on the 
cabbages. “This is terrible.” 

“[m sure Whitaker and Harper would agree with 
you.” 

“What’s the story on these two?” Fagin asked, 
indicating the bodies of Andrei and Kaarlo. Thrown 
together with the dead Viet Cong, the Bartoshuk 
brothers looked as out of place as hair on Mr. Kleen. 
“They look like shit.” 

“Thank you,” Falconi said. 

“So how is it they happen to be here?” 

_ “They participated in the ambush on us. I wouldn't 
be surprised if they weren’t the ones who set it up. e 
“How can you know that?”. 
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“I can’t for sure,” Falconi admitted, “but the odds 
say I’m right. They're Russians.” 

Staff Sergeant Charlie Tripper angled his rotund 
frame in for a closer look. “Ruskies, huh? So that’s 
what the bastards are like when their lights go out.” 

Fagin fished another cigarette out of his pocket. 
“You're positive they’re Soviets?” . 

“Yeah. Especially the one with the shoulder wound 
and the extra mouth at the back of his head. After [hit . 
him in the shoulder he started screaming and swearing 
at the top of his voice. Every word was Russian. It 
stands to reason that his pal next to him spoke the same 
language.” 

“Maybe.” Fagin pointed to where much of the 
interior of Kaarlo’s skull was exposed to the elements. 
“A Soviet agent would have been a great acquisition, 
Falconi. A shoulder wound would have sufficed.” 

“Don't tell me. Tell him,” Falconi said. “The idiot ate 
a big bite of Tokarev pie before we got to him.” ; 

Fagin lit his cigarette, then crossed back around to 
where the Black Eagles had gathered as a group. “We'll 
do what we can to find out who they were.” 

“You do that,” Falconi told the CIA case officer. “In 
the meantime, there’s some things J want to find 
out... like what the hell we’re doing up here in Hue? If 
we hadn't been rerouted from our flight to Buon 
Brieng, Whitaker would still be alive. So would your 
man, Harper.” 

“We both lost somebody,” Fagin said wearily, “I’m 
sorry.” 

Falconi felt like punching somebody. “Tm not 
talking about keeping track of who got killed on a 
fuckin’ scoreboard! One of my men is dead and he 
should still be alive. 1 want to know what we're doin’ in 
Hue?” - 

“Listen, Falcon; I know how you feel. Really I do. I 
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want to answer your questions, but I can’t yet. Some of 
the answers still haven’t come in to me.” 

“When then?” Falconi demanded. 

“Forty-five minutes tops,” Fagin said, exhaling a 
puff of mentholated smoke. “Casters will show youand 

_ your men where you can clean up. Forty-five minutes, 
Falconi. Just give me that.” 

Falconi slowly exchanged glances with each of his. 
men, their expressions reflecting his own frustration. 
Finally, he turned back to Fagin. “All right. ae 
minutes.” 


Showered and shaved and wearing a set of clean, dry 
tiger fatigues, Falconi was ready to listen to Fagin five 
minutes ahead of their agreed-upon time. Sitting in a 
row of folding chairs set up in a small debriefing room 
with an overhead fan, the entire Black Eagles detach- 

. Ment was anxious to hear what Fagin had to say. 
’“It better be good,” Culpepper aptly echoed the 
sentiments of everyone assembled. “Whitaker wasn’t 
hardly with us long enough to get his feet wet.” 

“And now he’s gone, courtesy of a lead-lined 
headache,” Skinny Maywood observed in his deep, 

resounding voice, fully cognizant of the fact that he. 
hadn’t been with the team any longer than Whitaker 
had. “Where’s justice?” 

“This shit gets old,” Dobbs complained, doubly 
agitated because of his failure to obtain a drink of | 
alcohol of any kind since their arrival at the Citadel. 
What kind of pussies were runnin’ the show here, 
anyhow? “We've lost so many good guys, but 
hey ... Whitaker didn’t have to be one of ‘em. We 
should all be south catchin’ the rays at Buon Brieng 
about now, not sittin’ here in Hue like some friggin’ 
little schoolboys. I can’t stand it when somebody 
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messes around with my life. Only I got the right to do 
that.” 
“Obviously,” Falconi said, as Fagin entered the 
room and went to stand behind a podiumat the front of 
_ the room, “Mr. Fagin disagrees with you, Dobbs.” 

“What's that, Falcon?” Fagin asked. 

“Dobbs here was saying that he doesn’t enjoy it when 
somebody starts jacking him around. ‘How do you feel © 
about that, Chuck?” 

“I don't really like it any more than you do,” Fagin 
admitted. “The truth is, until about one o’clock this 
morning I had no idea we would all be meeting here in 
Hue.” 

“Go on,” Falconi spoke for his men, “we're 
listening.” 

“It’s come to our attention that the Communists are 
showing an increased use of the supply route com- 
monly referred to as the Ho Chi Minh Trail. More of 
everything is flowing into the South via the Trail.” . 

Falconi quipped, “If we want yesterday’s news, we ll 
read Stars and Stripes. What’s a buildup in traffic 
along the Trail got to do with us?” 

“We're interested in having the Black Eagles help 
regulate the traffic.” 

“What? What more do you want? We're already 
bombing the shit outta the area.” 

“Correct. However, the effectiveness of that cam- 
paign to date has yet to bear any significant results, in 
this instance an appreciable decline in the amount of 
_ goods being transported south. What we’re proposing 
is sending you and your men in to see if you can’t speed 
things up a bit.” 

“By dropping us in on the Trail?” 

“Specifically in the vicinity of A Shau Valley. We're 
not expecting miracles out of you... only enough 
razzle-dazzle to make the Communists sit up and 


93 


take notice.” 

“And have them all gunning for our collective asses 
again? Uh uh, Fagin. No thanks. We already played 
that game. Remember?” 

“We're talking low-key stuff here, Falcon. Strictly 
hush hush. Not horns and banners material. All we 
want you to do is jeopardize and deter the enemy.” __ 

“Oh, is that all? Ya make it sound easy.” 

“Simple hit-and-split jobs, Falconi. That’s all we 
want; the Black Eagles playing Charlie's game on 
Charlie’ s turf.” 

.. “But we make all the rules,” Falconi added. 

“That's right. We're hoping to determine if strikes of 


+ this nature can actually make a difference on what and . 


-how much equipment the Communists are able to 
transport.” 

“And all we’re supposed to do is hassle the VC in 
their own backyard?” Falconi was openly skeptical. 
“Are you sure the Company doesn’t have some other 
reason for wantin’ us to go in?” 

Maik 8h face turned red. “Now that you mention 

. yes, there is.” 
: ar thought so,” Falconi said. “And when were we 
supposed to find -out what this other reason 
was ... when we were all-out hiking down the Trail?” 

“Damnit, Falconi! I was coming to it!” 

“Like I said before—we're all ears. What else would 
the Company like us to do while we’re puttin’ our cans 
on the line?” : 

“We've known for some time now that the Commu- 
nists utilize vast storage facilities at various points 
adjacent to the Trail; these to stockpile materials until 
such time as they are needed. If the opportunity were to 
present itself while you were out, we would like to 
investigate the possibility of eliminating the supply 
cache in the area of the old French airport and 
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adjoining town of A Sap.” 

“If you know so much about where this supply dump 
is located, then why not simply level it with a 
concentrated bombing run? You don’t need us.” 

Fagin shook his head. “Bombing runs are useless 
and so is any heavy artillery we might direct to the 
area.” ; 

“How come?” 

“The storage facility at A Sap is completely 
underground. The walls protecting it are an estimated 
twelve feet thick. We could pound the ground day and 
night and not hope to do much more than rattle a few 
nerves.” 

“But if the Black Eagles put in a personal appear- 
ance, you figure we can bring down the house.” 

“Hopefully, yes.” 

“And what kind of backup were we talkin’ about, 
Fagin? Or were we touring solo?” 

“The details haven't been finalized,”- Fagin 
explained, “but there has been mention made of.a 
contingent of Chinese Nungs to assist, possibly also 
some Laotian mercs. I can’t say for sure at this point. 
Before we could proceed I needed to find out first what 
your thoughts were on hittin’ the Trail; that and the 
proposed strike on the supply depot at A Sap.” 

“You already know what my thoughts are, Chuck. 
Up one side and down the other . . . the idea sucks. 
Which doesn’t mean to say I think we couldn’t pull it 
off.” 

“If I thought that you'd all be down in Buon Brieng 
right now.” 

“Yeah. Not so fast. You and your learned associates 
are talkin’ about havin us put our necks on the 
chopping block again; but we're not up to unit strength 
‘as a team. Not after losing Whitaker. Every one of the 
Black Eagles plays an important role in the overall 
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success and operation of the detachment as a whole. 
‘Sergeant “Whitaker was no exception. I would not 
~ consider going into the field on a mission of the 
magnitude you're suggesting with such an obvious gap 
within our ranks.” 

“And I wouldn’t expect you to,” Fagin agreed. 
“Which is why I asked you earlier to give me the forty- 
five minutes. Having anticipated your need for a 
_ suitable replacement for Whitaker, it took me that long 
to locate an appropriate substitute. I’m sure he'll work 
out just fine: His performance record in the field is 
quite remarkable.” 

“Glad to hear it,” Falconi assured him, then turned 
his head from side to side before addressing Fagin 
again. “So, where is this hotshot with the remarkable 
history?” 

Fagin checked the time on his watch. “Right about 
- now he’s having a Continental breakfast.” 

Falconi rose from his chair. “Sounds like a good 
idea.” 


CHAPTER TEN 


_ “So, how did they know eh Black Eagles were in 
Hue?” Falconi asked. 

“We don’t know for sure that they did,” Fagin 
answered. 

“The hell we don’t. Those bastards were ready and | 
waiting for us... take my word. They couldn’t have 
set the ambush up much better if they'd called ahead | 
and made an appointment. They knew we were going 
to be here in Hue.” 

“All right,” Fagin reluctantly acknowledged the 
possibility that what Falconi was telling him was true, 

“maybe they were tipped off in advance. I don’t know 

how. It’s like I told you guys back at the Citadel, until 

early this morning even I didn’t know you were going 
to be here.” 

“Yeah, well somebody fucked up along the line 
somewhere, and it sure wasn’t at my end.” 

“I'd like to believe the Reds just got lucky, Falconi, 
but that would be stretching circumstance too far. If 
the Communists were apprised of your arrival in Hue, 

"as well as the fact that you and your men were being 
transported to the Citadel, then we obviously do havea 
serious breach of security to contend with. All Ican say 


97 


at this juncture, though, is that we'll have to look into 
the matter and see what we can dig up. Without doing 
some backtracking there’s little else I can do.” - 

Falconi reached inside his pocket and pulled out a- 
folded piece of paper. “Yeah, well when you’re mulling 
over that dandy dilemma, have your people chew on 
this for a while.” 

Fagin accepted the folded piece of paper and opened 
it up, his eyes registering the advent of an instant 
headache when he discovered he was looking at a 
wanted poster for the Black Eagles number one man. 
“Terrific.” Fagin applied pressure to the bridge of his 
nose with his thumb and forefinger. “Here I think we’re 
runnin’ a pretty tight ship, more or less, and you have 
to go and show me this. Thank you.” 

“Don’t mention it.” 

“Seven hundred fifty thousand piasters! Somepody 
could score a bundle on you.” 

“Yeah, a regular killing.” 

“I'm not joking, Falconi.” 

“Neither am I. It was very inspiring. Dobbs was so 
impressed with the money being offered for my head, 
he was half-toying around with the idea of cashing m me 
in for the reward.” “ 

“That's encouraging?” 

“It was for Dobbs,” Falconi said. “I'd bea fool and 
‘an idiot if I actually believed he’d go through with it, 
though. I can’t say the same for anyone else; and I don’t 
just mean so-called enemies. With the equivalent of ten 
thousand dollars in piasters floating over my head, my 
transition from ally to meal ticket could happen in a 
snap.” 

“You could have a point there.” 

“No, what I could have is a bullet in my back if I’m 
not careful. Do me a favor, Chuck, put your people 
onto finding out what the hell’s going on. It’s not just 


98 


the. wanted poster . . . it’s the whole mess—from the 
- ambush this morning to the attack on “B” camp last 
night. See what you can dig up for me.” 

Fagin nodded. “Will do.” 

“In the meantime, give me the lowdown on this guy. 
we're drivin’ to meet. opt till now you haven't even told 
me his name.” 

“It’s Japp. Ray Japp.” s 

“Never heard of him. Is he really as good as you say?” 

“One of the best. I wouldn’t toss ya a loser. You can 

- trust me.” 

“Sure...” 

“Thanks. ” 

- just like we were supposed to be going to Buon 
Brieng.” 

“Drop it, Falcon. I aleeaty explained how that came 
about.” 

“Yeah, yeah. So, tell me. What’s the scoop on Ray 
Japp?” 

“Well, Falconi, it’s like this. . 

And for the rest of the ride agin gave Falconi a 
thorough rundown on the man named Ray Japp. Five 
minutes later Fagin pulled to the curb a half-block 
from their destination and Falconi got out. = 

“You're positive you don’t want both of us to talk to 
him?” 

“No point, Chuck. You’ve told me all I need to 
know. Ill find out the rest on my own. I know you say 
he’s the right man for the job, but your ass doesn’t 
depend on whether you're right or wrong. Mine does. 
The same goes for the Black Eagles. If we get saddled 
with a deadbeat out in the field, it could be suicide for 
all of us.” 

“I understand,” Fagin said, turning the ignition off. 
“Take your time, then. I’m not going anywhere.” 

“Thanks, Chuck.” 


9 


Falconi turned and made his way along the sidewalk 
to the French-style cafe in the middle of the block. 
With the rain finished for the morning, the rest of the 
- day appeared to be shaping up to a real hotbox. He 


- . hadn’t been out of Fagin’s car for more than a minute 
-. .or so and.already his clothes were sticking to his body. 


The Cafe du Chat Noir reminded Falconi of 
something out of a low-budget Hollywood musical. 
Fronting the street, the eatery was not particularly 
large, its most impressive feature being a black and 
white canvas awning sheltering three of its half-dozen 

- outdoor tables. 

A trio of waiters, each dressed in plain black trousers 
with starched white short-sleeved shirts, could be seen 
~ scurrying madly from one-table to the next, ensuring 
_ that the cafe’s patrons’ needs were well taken care of. 

Neither the fact that it had rained earlier, or the 
- uncomfortably high humidity seemed to be hurting 


_. business any. Every table Falconi saw was occupied. 


. Picking Ray Japp out of the crowd was easy. 
- Wearing tan slacks and a bright flower-print shirt that 
- made Falconi’s eyes ache, Japp was sitting at one of the 
tables shaded by the awnings, reading a newspaper. 

By Falconi’s estimation Japp. was in his mid- 
twenties, had a lean, tough look about him, and wore 
his dark brown hair slicked back and a little too long 
for Falconi’s taste. From a distance Japp might have 
been mistaken for a tourist; all he needed was a camera 
hanging around his neck to make the impression 
complete. What spoiled the impression was the Colt .45 
- Japp openly wore in a shoulder-rig on his left side. 

Without waiting to see if the waiters were going to 
ask what he wanted, Falconi made his way to where 
Ray Japp was sitting, pulled aside the empty chair at 
Japp’s table, and sat down. 

. Noticing that he had an uninvited guest, Japp 
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- glanced over the top of the newspaper he was reading 
_to see who it was. “Can I help you, mister?” 

“You can if your name’s Ray Japp.” 

Japp folded his newspaper, a copy of Le Monde, the 
daily out of Paris, and coolly examined Falconi with 
steely gray eyes. “Am I supposed to know you?” 

“Major Robert Falconi:” He extended his hand 
across the table. 

“Ah,” Japp shook Falconi’s hand in a firm grip, 
“yeah, Falconi ... I’ve heard of you.” 

“Oh?” Still sizing up his initial reaction to Japp, 
Falconi allowed himself to relax and ease back in the 
chair he was sitting in. “And what have you heard?” 

_ But instead of answering, Japp told him, “I’m about 
- to have breakfast, major. Care to join me?” 

“All right.” 

- Japp snapped his fingers and one of the waiters made 
a beeline for the table. 

“Qui, monsieur?” the waiter asked. 

“Saimerais un petit dejeuner pour deux, s’il vous 
plait.” Japp rattled off the order like he could have 
been a short-order cook from Marseilles. 

“Avec du café noir, du cafe: creme, ou du café au lait 
monsieur?” 

Japp looked to Falconi. “How about some coffee, 
major?” 

'“Why not.” 

“Great. Milk okay?” 

“Fine.” 

Japp told the waiter, “Deux cafes au lait.” 

“Tout de suite,” the waiter said curtly, turning and 
vanishing through a doorway into the cafe proper. 

“You ever been here before?” Japp asked. 

Falconi shook his head. “First time.” 

“You'll like it.” 

The waiter reappeared and placed two deep cereal- 
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sized bowls on the table in front of them, pouring an 
inch of strong black coffee in the bottom of each, then 
topping it with boiling milk. He left, only to return 
seconds later with a basket of croissants and sweet 
rolls. Butter and a glass dish of strawberry jelly was set 
at the side. 

“Well, dig in,” Japp said, reaching for a sweet roll. 

“This is it?” Falconi muttered. “I was kinda hopin’ 
for ham and eggs.” ‘ 

Japp laughed as he spread a thick dollop of jelly over 
the roll. “Zant pis.” 

' “What?” 

“Sort of means, ‘tough shit.’” 

“Thought so.” Falconi lifted the bow! of café au lait 
to his lips and gave it a taste, finding the warm, bland - 
liquid much to his liking. “Hmmm. Pretty good.” 

Japp fed a large bite of his roll into his mouth, then 
washed it down with a large swallow of coffee. “I 
know.” 

“You said you’d heard about me,” Falconi offered 
after he had selected a croissant for himself. “What 
have you heard?” 

“Plenty. Not that the information is all that amazing. 
What surprises me, major, is that you took so damn 
long to look ol’ Ray Japp up.” 

“And why should I have done that?” 

“You are the hot dog in charge of a bunch of Special 
Forces barnstormers known as the Black Eagles, aren’t 

you?” 
“I'm glad to see you’ re not intimidated by my rank, 
Japp.” 

“Fuck ... why should I be? We're in this party 
together. That salute shit and shine crap’s all right for 
some candy-assed pogue doing time behind a desk, but 
I'm a different animal.” 

“Which is what I heard about you,” Falconi felt 
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obliged to put in. “I have it on good authority that in 
your line of work you’re one of the best.” 

“Whoever told ya that was bullshittin’ ya,” J app 
admitted. “I’m not one of the best. I’m damn well King 
of the Mountain.” 

“That figures. The same ‘good authority’ I talked to 
- also.gave you a modesty rating somewhere between 
zero and nil.” 

“Hey,” Japp shrugged, eating the last of his roll. “I’ve 
got no reason to play down my talents, Why lie? I’m the 
best. And if the brains who originally threw your Black 
Eagles outfit together didn’t have their heads up their — 
asses when they were drawing up the team, I wouldn’t 
have to be telling you all this.” 

“Meaning that you feel you should have been 
selected as one of the Detachment’s founding mem- — 
bers?” 

-“Let me put it this way, major. Getting passed up like 
I did didn’t do my prestige any good. It really pissed me 
off. From what I hear, in the few months you and your 
team’ve been playin’ ball in this man’s war, your 
casualty rate has been astronomical—something on 
. the order of eighty percent. Am I close?” 

Falconi didn’t answer. “What’s your point?” 

“My point, Major Falconi, is that if I had been in 
with your bunch from the start, there’s a good chance a 
lot of the guys you lost would still be with you.” 

. “That’s a fairly strong statement, Japp. Of course, 
_since you weren’t with us at the beginning, we'll never 
know for sure, will we?” 

“Guess not,” Japp said. “So, what else did this ‘good 
authority’ of yours have to say about me?” 

“Along with your other talents, you’re also an expert 
at the game of Musical Rank. You just got busted to 
staff sergeant again, didn’t you?” 

- “Sure did,” Japp didn’t try to hide the truth, almost 
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‘sounding ._proud of the admission. “I ride the rails 
. between E-6 and Spec 7 the way some guys’d climb up 
and down a ladder.” 
~ “What was the bust for this time?” 

“An infraction of the rules.” 

“Which rule. specifically?” 

“Breaking the jaw of one of my fellow soldiers. & big 
dude. A real bone-head. He kept shooting his mouth 
off about how he had the fastest pair of fists in the army 

-and how nobody but nobody could even so much as 
clip him on the chin without getting their lights 
punched out.” Japp smiled. “He was wrong.” 

“So you broke his jaw.” 

“An accident,” Japp confessed, helping himself to - 
another one of the sweet rolls.and more of the 

” strawberry jelly. “I was in the process of demonstrating 
to him how fast my fists were. . . .” 
- “And his face got in the way,” Falconi guessed. 
_“Bingo. So for the next eight weeks the big dude sips 
his supper through a straw. Too bad.” 

“I admire a man with compassion.” 

“So do I. You want more coffee?” 

“Pm fine, thanks.” 

“Tell me then, major? What brings you out this 
morning?” 

“By your way of thinking, Sergeant Japp, I imagine 
you'd say I’m here to see about correcting a serious 
oversight.” 

“You want me to join the Black Eagles.” 

“We could use a man of your talents, yes.” 

“This is kind of sudden. I don’t suppose your being 
‘here has anything to do with what went on over by the 
American Cultural Center this morning? There was an 
ambush of some sort; a couple of U.S. citizens lost their 
lives. One or both wouldn’t have been connected with 
you, eh?” 
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“Let’s just say we have a vacancy that needs filling,” 
Falconi said. “We have something coming up. that’s 


_ going to require my team to be operating at full fighting 


strength. If you’re interested in the job, it’s yours.” 

“Tm interested. One thing, though. Not that it 
matters, but the Black Eagles is a Company-funded - 
project. Correct?” 

“Like you said, sergeant: It doesn’t really matter.” 

“Fair enough.” He finished drinking the last of his 
coffee, then pushed his: chair away from the table. 
“How long will it take for a transfer to come through?” 

“The orders have already been cut. Starting today 
you’re one of us.” 

“Ol. Ray Japp a Black acc he asi “And. 


about time, too.” 


; “Ready?” 

.“When you are.” 

“Let’s go, then. I'll catch the tab.” “3 
~ “And Pil let you.” 

“Not that I mind, Japp, but the rest oft my 1 men abl 
take exception to wandering around in the. field with a 
guy in a clown suit.” 

. “He fingered the fabric of his multicolored shirt, “Ya 
mean ya don’t like my wardrobe?” - 

“Hate it. You do own a uniform?” 

“It’s in the cleaners.” 

“Good,” Falconi returned, pushing away from the 
table and standing. “We'll stop by and pick it up on the - 
way back.” 

“And where’s that?” 

“To work. We’re planning on inking a little hike.” 

“Where to?” 

“Someplace where you'll get to show me how good 
you really are,” Falconi promised, “Shall we?” 

“You're the boss,” Ray Japp. said, then added. 
“Don’t forget to leave a tip.” 

105 ‘ 


. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Krashchenko. marched into his office that morning 
with all the aplomb of a man facing an army of 
slingshots while sitting behind the guns of a T-34 tank. 
Victory was—as Krashchenko knew the Americans 
were fond of saying—in the bag. Any minute now he 
expected to receive word from the Bartoshuks in Hue 
. that the ambush had been a resounding success. 

Certainly the Black Eagles had been a bothersome 
problem, a ticklish situation that had required his 

- master’s touch to alleviate. The mental discomfort, not 
to mention the-professional embarrassment, caused by 
Major Falconi and his band of gangsters had been a 
constant source of tension in Krashchenko’s life since 
his assignment to North Vietnam. Many-had been the 
nights when he had tossed and turned trying to get to 
sleep. ; 

But no more! As soon as word came through from 
Hue that most or all of the Black Eagles had been 
killed, and that Major Falconi had been captured and 
was awaiting transfer to Saigon, then an afternoon of 
celebrating was to be enjoyed by one and all. He had 
been saving a bottle of Stolichnaya vodka from home 
and could think of no better occasion for toasting “Xin 
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can ly” with his comrades than to know that the Black 
Eagles would plague him no longer. 

“Good morning, major,” Krashchenko fairly sang 
out the greeting as he swooped in back of his desk and 
took a seat: “And how is my favorite comrade this fine, 
cheerful day?” 

Major Truong Van, who could plainly see through 
’ their office window that it was pouring down rain 
outside, tried to decide if Krashchenko was drunk. 
Strangely enough, Truong quickly concluded, he was 
not. For some unknown reason, Krashchenko’s spark 
of enthusiasm was genuine. 

“Good morning to you, Comrade Krashchenko,” 
Truong said, then pointed to the window with his chin. 
“A rainy day though it is.” 

“Ha! What do we care about it?” Krashchenko 
smiled and clapped his hands together. “Today, good 
friend, we shall have cause enough to forget the rain.” 

“Oh? And may I inquire as to the nature of your 
excitement? You fairly radiate with confidence, com- 
- rade, You have, perhaps, received word from Moscow 
that all is forgiven and you. are being transferred 
elsewhere?” 

“Transferred?” Krashchenko appeared shocked at 
the suggestion. “And why should I wish to leave the 
very position that is soon to represent one of the finest 
achievements of my career? That would be insanity. A 
rising star does not shun the spotlight at the curtain’s . 
rise. A rising star bathes in the glow of the light, steps 
straight to center stage, and shines all that much 
brighter for the satisfaction of his audience.” 

“I cannot comprehend why you are so happy, 
comrade, Last night, if you don’t mind my saying, you 
were despair personified, a true picture of the 
consequences of failing to satisfy the dictates of power. 
This morning, you fairly dance into our office as 
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though listening to music only you can hear. It is no 
secret, Comrade Krashchenko, that my spirits have not 
exactly been soaring over the clouds as of late. Please, 
if you would, enlighten me as to the true source of your 
exuberant attitude so that I, too, may share in your 
. Joy.” 
“Of course, forgive me.” Too excited to remain 
' sitting, Krashchenko scooted his chair away from his 
- desk and leaped to his feet. “But can you not guess? The 
reason for my remarkable change of temperament is 
“none other than the total destruction of the Black 
Eagles!” 

“What?” Truong asked, his own heart beating faster 
at the mention of the elimination of their dreaded 
mortal enemies. No wonder Krashchenko was behavy- 
ing like an intoxicated fool. Good news such as this 
would make any man feel light-headed. Then a cloud of 
doubt drifted across Truong’s face. If the Black Eagles 
had been destroyed, then how was it that he had not | 
been party to their downfall? Had he been so out of 
‘touch with Krashchenko’s plans as to be totally 
ignorant of all his Soviet comrade was doing? “This 
information you bring does, indeed, make one forget 
the consequences of a mere rainstorm, comrade. The 
Black Eagles eliminated! It is too wonderful for words. 
But the reality of such a beautiful deed cannot go 
untold. Tell me when—I must know the details—this 
incredible event took place? Did it happen overnight? 
Don’t keep me in suspense.” 

Instead of answering immediately, Krashchenko 
satisfied his vanity by strutting around the office for a 
minute like an overstuffed peacock. Finally, when he 
decided he had made Truong wait long enough, he - 
turned to the NVA major and blurted out his tale. “It 

' did not happen last night . .. although it would not 
have disturbed me in the least if it had, let me tell you. 
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No! The final blow against Falconi and his renegades is 
falling. against them even as we speak. As you were 
aware, | the Black Eagles were scheduled this morning to 
arrive in Hue.” 

.“As I was the purveyor of this. bit of intelligence,” 
Truong related;. “this information reaches me as 
something: less than a divine revelation.” 

“Ah, but that is only the start of my story: You see, 
comrade, once I learned that Falconi and his Black | 
- Eagles were traveling to Hue,:I didn’t simply take that 
knowledge to bed with me. I acted upon it accord- 


ingly.” 
Major Truong, who detested long and drawn-out 


-. stories, merely said, “Meaning?” 


“Meaning,” .Krashchenko .beamed, like a gambler 
used to winning, “that when the Black Eagles arrived in 
Hue this morning, I arranged for an official reception 
to be held in their honor.” 

“And this ‘official reception’ took the form of a well- 
planned ambush,” Truong surmised. 

- ~“Qne executed to perfection,” Krashchenko con- 

firmed. “The Black Eagles had no reason to suspect a 
trap. For all they knew. they had entered the city 
- completely unheralded. Ha! They paid for their 
ignorance with their lives!” 

“You have, then, received confirmation of the 
success of the ambush?” . 

Krashchenko dismissed that notion with a.wave of 
his hand. “A matter of formality, I assure you. Caught 
unawares, the Black Eagles have been trapped and 
slaughtered like the miserable dogs they were. Fear 
not...I am positive they are dead. All except for 
Major Robert Mikhailovich Falconi. Him, I have 
‘ordered captured and detained, until such time as he 
- may be transported here to us. I’m expecting the 
confirmation you speak of at any moment. I have left 
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instructions that I am to be_notified the minute 
validation of our victory comes through.” 

“Far be it from me to dampen yourt mood of elation, 
Comrade Krashchenko, but . 

“Yes?” Krashchenko spat the ‘word from his mouth, 
annoyed that in the hour of their greatest triumph 
Truong was playing the part of a pessimist to the hilt. 
“But what?” 

“We have a saying in my country: The wise farmer 
sells his crop after the harvest, not before.” 

“You believe I’m jumping the gun, so to speak.” 

“Recalling our past difficulties in combating the 
Black Eagles, my caution is not entirely unwarranted. 
Naturally, I hope to be proven wrong.” 

“You are wrong!” Krashchenko barked. “And don’t 
think for a second that you can fill my head with 
fabricated worries at the expense of some clever slogan. 
I'm not about to purchase such despair. We in the 
Soviet Union have sayings of our own, and one of my 
favorites is this: Not every horse’s ass wears a saddle.” 

Stung by Krashchenko’s harsh remarks, Major 

Truong bit back the words he longed to speak. His 
Soviet counterpart was acting like an idiot, but what 
could Truong do about it? Had one of his own men 
been bold enough to utter such offensive nonsense, 
Truong would have had the insubordinate lout taken 
out and shot. Sadly, with Krashchenko, this was out of 
the question. 

Like it or not, the Soviet Union was helping foot the | 
bill for the NVA Communists’ war with the South. 
Such aid did not come free of strings, and part of that 
price included having to put up with the likes of a 
Comrade Krashchenko now and then. 

Very well, Truong told himself. So be it. He would 
allow Krashchenko to sup at the table of dreams to his 
heart’s delight. A diet of dreams was a poor excuse for: 
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reality. Truong preferred dining on something hecould 
chew and swallow. - 

The telephone on Krashchenko’s desk started . 
ringing. Quickly, Krashchenko rushed across the 
room, pouncing on the phone like a lion attacking a 
mouse. “Now you shall see,” he announced to Truong, 
then said tersely into the receiver, “Krashchenko here. 
‘Yes, yes, go on. I’m listening.” 

‘Despite the circumstance under which the informa- 
tion was received, Major Truong Van was pleased to 
witness the expression on Krashchenko’s face as the 
news from Hue came through. The results of the call 
were instantaneous: One second Krashchenko’s face 
~ was lit with the light of the sun, the next, a pall of gloom 
had fallen faster than a neighborhood. hit by a power 
failure. 

Truong did not know whether to feel sorry for the 
man, or to offer him some oats. 

Krashchenko listened for less than half a minute, ; 
. then slowly lowered the handset to the cradle of the 

phone. 

“So, comrade, tell me,” Truong said, bubbling with 
sincerity, unable to resist getting some of his own back. 
“When can we expect delivery of Major Falconi?” 

Krashchenko glared venomously at Truong. “We 
can’t.” 

-“What?” Major Truong feigned surprise. “But I 
thought the- confirmation you were awaiting was 

“merely a formality? Isn’t that what you told me?” 

“Falconi is still. alive,” Krashchenko mumbled. “The 
’ wily bastard is still alive. And so, apparently, are most 
of his damned Black Eagles.” 

“I'm. sorry to hear that, comrade, for both our 

_ sakes.” Truong folded his hands and adopted a solemn 
pose. “What of the men sent to ambush the Black 
Eagles?” 
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“Dead. All but two of them butchered in the streets 
of Hue by Falconi and his cutthroats. And not by the 
_entire detachment, either! Less than half of the Black 
Eagles:were caught in the ambush, and yet they still, 
somehow, managed to survive. Damnit to hell!” 

“That is, indeed, unfortunate.” Truong stated the 
obvious. “All the Black Eagles escaped unscathed, 
then?” 

Krashchenko shook his head. “We killed one of theit 
number, plus another who was probably associated 
with the American CIA. That’s all. Falconiand the rest 
of his hoodlums were not harmed.” 

. “Then we are back where we started from,” Truong 

said. “It is a regrettable situation.” 

_ “Don’t I know it?” Krashchenko lamented, thinking 
to himself that his special bottle of Stolichnaya would 
never be opened. “I must confess to being in somewhat 
of a state of shock at learning the ambush failed. The 
way I was strutting about the office earlier was 
deplorable, Comrade Truong. I apologize. My only 
defense of my actions is that I permitted my hatred of 
our mutual enemy to overcome my better judgment.” 

“No apologies are necessary.” Truong said, con- 
vinced that Krashchenko had suffered enough for his 

_ error of overconfidence. “Had I been privy to the plans 
of the ambush from the start, then perhaps I would 

have acted in a similar manner. At any rate, don’t 

despair. All is not lost.” 

“No?” Krashchenko was stumped as to what could. 
be salvaged from the mess of the bungled ambush. 
“What, then, have we gained from the attack?” | 

“Forget the attack. Our solace must come from the 
fact that we know the Black Eagles are in Hue.” 

- “How does that help us?” 

“That they were rerouted . from their original 

destination indicates the urgency of the mission they 
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have been chosen to perform. We will not have to wait 
long. Very soon, I think, and we shall know what the 
- Black Eagles are up to. Falconi and his men. were 
brought to Hue for a reason. Sooner or later that 
purpose will become known.” Truong clapped his 
hands together. “Good then. What would you say toa 
fresh pot of tea?” 

“If you like,” Ktashchenko replied. “When do you 
think the rain will stop?” 

“That,” Truong advised, “depends on us.” 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 


' _ After stopping by the cleaners to pick up Japp’s 
uniform, Falconi and the latest addition to the Black 
Eagles team let Fagin cool his heels outside in the car 
while they quickly visited Japp’s apartment— 
a modestly-sized two-room place situated three blocks 
from the cafe, in an area Japp said was relatively safe 
and free from Communist intervention. 

“I been here five weeks now,” Japp said, unlocking 
the front and only door to the apartment. “Haven't had 
a bit of trouble.” 

Japp led Falconi to where his sleeping quarters were 
and crossed to a large metal footlocker at the end of a 
freshly made double bed. A skull and crossbones was 

painted as a warning on the top of the trunk. “I named 
this after Vicki Kapusta—first girlfriend I ever had, 
back in sixth grade,” Japp told Falconi, slapping the 
footlocker. “Going on thirteen and she had a pair of 
perfect 38s. I know ’cause she let me measure ’em.” 

“So ya call the trunk Vicki?” Falconi guessed. 

“Nah,” Japp laughed. “This here is Treasure Chest.” 

' He flipped the latches on the lid, then said to Falconi, 
“Now comes the tricky part.” 

Japp Sa the lid in a single fluid motion, the action 
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sroduding a slight pinging sound. The source of the 
sound became readily eviderit as J; Japp reached into the 
footlocker and returned a safety pin to a fragmentation 
grenade he had rigged to blow inside the trunk. 
Judging from the speed at which he accomplished the 
task, it was easy to tell he had been through the routine 
of deactivating the booby trap numerous times. 

“If someone gets into my gear,” J app said, “I want to 
know about it.” 

- “You and half the neighborhood,” Falconi agreed. 
“What's important enough to protect with a grenade? | 
This month’s issue of Playboy?” 

“Something even better.” 

.. Japp removed the top shelf from inside the trunk and 
set it on the floor, then turned his attention back to the 
footlocker. His hands disappeared into the trunk and 
returned seconds later with their prize—a silenced 
version of the British Mark 5 MG: 

“Cute,” Falconi said. 

“Beautiful,” Japp corrected, cradting the subma- 
chine gun against his chest the way a father might hold 
his infant child. 

Falconi was curious. “You use a Sterling and an M- 
16?” . 

“What M-16?” 

“Don’t use one, huh?” 

Japp shook his head. “Too dangerous.” 

“How’s that?” 

“It’s like this, Falconi: Unless I’m mistaken, the kind 
of sorties you’re used to going out on with your men, 
Pm used to hitting solo. Everything I take out with me I 
bring along for maximum protection power. Having to 
sweat about whether or not my gun is going to do its 
jobi is not part of my program. I arrived in this country 
in one piece, and that’s the way I plan on leavin’ it. 
Which is why I give the M-16 the thumbs down when it 
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comes to haulin’ it out into the field. It just don’t pay to 
take unnecessary chances.” 

Falconi, recalling his own recent problem with the 
M-16, pressed on for some answers. “You're speaking 
 from.experience, then? The rifle jam up on you?” 


one “Nothing that bad, but close. I was out a couple 


. months back -strollin’ through some damn thick 
terrain, vegetation like a green wall around you 
~- everywhere ya looked. Anyway, a couple of Charlies 
. pegged me for a ready-made stiff and decided to ace 
me. There was no room for sniper fire so the idiots 
came at me together like I was guardin’ the fifty yard 
line or something. Made so much noise it was 
impossible not to hear them. I turned in their direction 
and opened fire about the same time they did. Caught 
one of the bastards straight off—blipped him with a 
. solid through-and-through shot over his chest—but 
the second guy was a lot harder. Even though I was 
sendin’ everything I had at’em, the little runt refused to 
_ fall. He was running at me through the bushes and the 
trees and nothing I was popping his way brought him 


-.. down. That's when it hit me what was wrong. My aim 


wasn’t off, that was fine, but the trouble was\the damn 
_ ..223 Remington ammo I was using. The bullets were 
being deflected by the leaves of the foliage around me. 
That's when I said ‘fuck it’ and whipped out the Colt. 
Since we pack the same handgun,” he said, eyeing 
Falconi’s .45, “I don’t have to tell you what happened | 
to the Charlie.” 
“So you stopped using the M-16 and picked up on 
‘the SMG?” - 

“That’s right. It’s a bit heavier, but its overall length 
is shorter. It’s got a retractable stock, which I like, and 
it’s easier to carry. I love it. They couldn’t pay me to 
carry an M-16 now. How about you, Falconi? Are you 
still waging war with a weapon from the Dark Ages?” 
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“Until two days ago I would’ve said you were full of 
shit,” Falconi replied. “The M-16’s saved my ass more 
times than I care to think about. Now, I have to say 
honestly, I'm not so sure.” 

“A change of heart?” 

“We were getting ready to fly out of our camp. 
northwest of Hue when we got hit by the NVA. A 
whole army of ’em, it seemed. We were holding them 
off fine and then a particularly heavy wave of suicide 
jockeys got into the act and the Communists were 
looking down our tonsils.” 

“I was doing time in this trench when a cousie’ of 
Reds decided to pay me a visit. I managed to take out 
the first one, but when it came time to cap my second 
target, my M-16 jammed. That’s when the first guy I'd 
hit fell on top of meand carried me to the bottom of the 
trench. I was dead and J knew it. There was no time or’ 
way for me to get the Colt to working to save my life.” 

“So what happened?” Japp wanted to know. “You 
obviously didn’t get killed.” 


“As close as I ever want to come to it,” Falconi 


_ confirmed. “There’s nothing like staring down the 
muzzle of an AK-47 to dampen a guy’s spirits. No. 
What happened is that the overconfident NVA took a 
round up the nose from my medic, a super trooper we 
call Malpractice.” 
. “If he’s like some of the medics I’ve worked with, he’s 

good as gold.” 
- “That’s Mal, all right. Anyway, not that the ~ 
opportunity’s come up, but I’ve been having doubts 
about wanting to go into combat using the M-16 again. 
The way I figure it, even if the odds against it are a 
thousand-to-one, if it could jam up on me once, it could _ 
_ happen again. Judging from the story you told me, I'd 
say you can relate to how I feel.” 

“Sure can,” Japp said. “Sounds to me like you might 
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be in the market: for some new equipment.” 

“I might at that.” 

“How about the rest of the Black Eagles?” Japp 
wondered. Most of them kissy-kissy with the M-16?” 

“For the most part . . - yeah, ” Falconi said. “They’ve 
made do with ’em so far.” 

“Which doesn’t make it right,” suggested Japp, 
filling a small satchel with loaded magazines for the 
L34Al SMG that he pulled from the footlocker. 
“Maybe it’s time for a change?” 

“Could be you' re right, J9pP: We'll see about it after 
we check in.” 

“Good,” Japp said. “Who's your supply man?” 


The votes had been counted and, with the exception 
of Chun Kim (who wouldn’t vote because he wasn’t 
registered) and Top Gordon (his excuse was that he 
was too young), the election results were nearly 
unanimous: Just about everybody hated Staff.Sergeant 
_ Ray Japp. 

Dobbs didn’t like the newest Black Eagle because he 
somehow felt Japp was responsible for the team’s 
enforced stay inside the Citadel’s MACV compound. 
Itching feverishly fora night out on the town, the short, 
husky veteran would have traded a month’s pay for a 
single bottle of whiskey; double that amount for a 
Party Pack—ten rolled joints in a plastic-sealed pack 
for five dollars. That he couldn’t do either annoyed 
Dobbs to no end, so he looked around for someone to 
blame and came up with Japp. 

“Why in the hell should he get to come and go as he 
pleases?” Dobbs kept repeating to the walls. “It just 
ain’t fair.” 

Japp got on Sparks Martin’s good side when he told 
‘ the Navy SEAL’s man the PRC 64A radio Martin was - 
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planning on taking out into the fiéld was a piece of 
junk, 

_ Blue Richard’s beef had something to do with a 
derogatory remark Japp made about ‘hillbilly hicks 
from the Deep South,’ while Sergeant Toby Barker's 
chief gripe had to do with Japp’s insistence on referring 
to Barker as ‘Jockhead’ whenever Japp addressed the 
USMC light infantry weaponsman. 

If anyone claimed the greatest dislike for the 
outspoken newcomer, that someone had to be Staff 
Sergeant Charlie Tripper. As soon as Falconi finished 
introducing Japp to the others, Japp walked over to 
Tripper and pressed a sheet of paper into his hand. 

“What’s this supposed to be?” Tripper demanded, 
running his eyes up and down the length of the paper. 
“Looks like a goddamned shopping list.” 

“It is,” Japp told him. “Falconi said you were the 
team’s scrounger.” 

“Yeah. So what?” 

“So before we hit the road I want this shopping list 
filled. ’'d do it myself, but I’ve got better things to do.” 

“You don’t say?” The rotund Tripper was unim- 
pressed as he examined the contents of the list more 

closely. “AK-47s, RPGs, Grease Guns, Gustafs, a 
couple of Stens .. . say, whattya mean telling me to fill 
this list? What are ya? Some kind of friggin’ superman? 
There ain’t no way no how you're gonna be able to 
carry all this gear.” 

“Didn’t say I was going to,” Japp said. “Could be 
that you'll be haulin’ a lot of it yourself.” He looked 

down to where Tripper’s gut was hanging over his belt. 
_ “Not that a little exercise would hurt.” 

_ “Hey, listen, buddy!” Tripper’s temper was rapidly 
reaching the boiling point. “I don’t know you from 
nobody.” He wadded Japp’s list into a tight ball of 

_ paper and let it drop to the floor. “You want this shit, 
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you go drag it in. Not me. I take my orders from Major 
Falconi, not from some squirmy pissant like you!” 

Japp picked up the list from the ground and 
delilcately unfolded the wad Tripper had made. “Listen 
_ tome, Rumface,” he said, standing to within an inch of 

-‘Tripper’s red and blotched nose, shoving the list back 

into Tripper’s hand. “You'll fill this list and you'll fill it 
now. Falconi reckons we'll be heading out in twenty- 
four hours or less, so you’d better get your fat ass in 

. gear. Got it? I don’t care if I want fuckin’ cheese from | 
the moon. If I want it, then you get it. You:have any 
complaints, take em up with Falconi. If ya still ain't 
satisfied, then take em up with me. It’s been a while 
‘since I dusted the floor with some beer gut with a loud 
mouth. Any time ya feel like makin’ like a mop, just let 
me know.” 

“Why you stupid son-of-a—!” Tripper reared back 
‘and was in the process of curling his hands into fists 
-when Falconi walked over. > 

“What's the problem?” 

“Japp here tells me I’m supposed to fill this list 

before we head out,” Tripper said, holding up the list 
‘for Falconi to see. “It’s got all kinds of shit on it, 
including some of the stuff the Communists are using.” 

“I know all about the list,” Falconi told Tripper. 

“Japp and I drew it-up together.” a 
“What?” Tripper’s eyes turned to saucers, then he 
shifted- his attention to Japp. “Why didn’t ya tell me 
_ Falcon worked on the list with you?” 

“Don’t worry about that, Tripper,” Falconi inter- 
vened. “Just see that you do the best you can with the 
’ list.” 

“Sure, Falcon,” Tripper said, glaring at Japp. “I'll 
see what I can do.” 

And, true to his word, the Black Eagles’ able supply 
‘sergeant had tackled the list like a champ, bidding an 
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exasperated Dobbs and the rest of the team farewell as 
he left the Citadel and set about filling the order 
Falconi and Japp had drawn up. 

More to prove to Japp that he could do it than 
anything else, Tripper was in his glory—working 


- .. round the clock, getting many of the. items he needed 


from a cigar-chewing-cousin of his.in the Sea Bees, 
calling in favors owed him by past associates to claim 
other articles. Tripper lied, stole, and bribed his way 
from the top of the list to the bottom, doing everything 
within his power to see that the extensive shopping list 
was filled. 
When he finally returned to the Citadel with his 
booty, some eighteen hours after leaving, Tripper knew. 
. . he had donea good job. Weary and worn, badly in need 
- of a few-hours’ sleep, he grudgingly accepted Japp’s 
enthusiastic congratulations. The: men tore into the 


' _ goodies Tripper brought back like children attacking 


~ presents under a Christmas tree. Everyone was having 
aball. 

Except for Dobbs. 

“Shit, Tripper, I can’t fuckin’ believe you'd go out 
and come back and not at least bring me somethin’ for 
. my nerves,” Dobbs groaned. “Pll just bet you had 
yourself more than a drink or two while you were out.” 
_ “Bet your sweet ass I did,” Tripper replied with a 

grin. “And brother, let. me tell you, it was great!” 
4 “Damn!” Dobbs licked his lips. “Where's justice?” 

“Right here,” Tripper said, and then he was tossing a 
fifth of whiskey he had been carrying in his back pocket 
. into the air and in Dobbs’s general direction. 

“Shit!” Dobbs shouted, watching the bottle of booze 
sail through the air and into his arms. He caught the 
bottle and planted a loud smacking kiss on its label. 
“Thanks, Tripper. I owe ya.” . 

“And don’t think I won’t collect,” Tripper promised. 
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“Don't be- stingy with it, Dobbs. After ya guzzle your 
half . . . pass it around so the rest of the guys can have 
some.” 

“Not me.? Culpepper protested, throwing his hands 
up likea pridoner surrendering. “If Dobbs goes first, P'll 
. pass. I ain’t been vaccinated.” 

“Fuck you,” ob said, spinning the cap off the 
bottle and taking a drink. 

“No thanks,” Culpepper laughed. “Like I said: I’m 
behind on my shots.” 

. But already Dobbs was feeling too good to care. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


Fagin stood behind the podium and addressed the 
men of the Black Eagles assembled before him. “You're 
‘probably wondering why I asked you here today,” he | 
began, trying to cut through some of the tension filling 
the room. 

“Don’t tell us you’ve changed your. mind about 
giving us some R & R in Hue?” Dobbs guessed hope- 
fully. 

- “Not likely,” Fagin reported. “I called you together 
to update you on what’s going on. When I’m finished, 
Falcon will post the assignment sheet for your 
upcoming trip. 

“You will remember the last time we met that I said 
you would probably be sent into the A Shau Valley to 
deter and jeopardize North Vietnamese forces utilizing 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail to transport weapons and 

' supplies south. Plans at the time called for you to carry 
outa series of hit-and-split raids on Communists using 
the Trail, and to maintain a low profile while doing so.” 
“Give Charlie a taste of his own medicine,” 
Culpepper cut in. 
Fagin nodded. “That’s correct. Originally, your 
primary goal was to hassle the NVA with whatever 
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means were at your disposal. Between bombing runs 
and your efforts, we wanted to make using the Trail as 
uncomfortable for the Communists as possible.” 

“Hmmm,” SFC Ray Swift Elk interjected. “From 
the way you're talking it sounds like things have 
changed. We’re not heading for A Shau Valley now?” 

“Oh, you're still going to A Shau,” Fagin told the 

Black Eagles’ intelligence sergeant. “But there’s been a 
switch in priorities. Recent information gathered 
through our HARP* reports suggests that the impor- . 
tance of the supply depot in the vicinity of the old 
French airport and adjoining town of A Sap is much 
greater than we first suspected. Rather than another of 
the typical cache strongholds dotting various points 
along the Trail, we now believe the supply depot near A 
Sap to be the largest such NVA underground cache in 
. the area. Not only that, but there’s a good indication 
that the depot is being utilized as a major R & R center 
for the NVA.” 

“And all we gotta do is waltz in there and blow the 
sucker sky high,” Falconi mused. “Is that it, Chuck?” 

“Isn’t that enough?” 

“What do you think?” Falconi quipped, then added, 
“How about the backup units you mentioned before? 
We still gonna have them; or do you figure they’d just 
be in the way?” 

“They'll be out there with you, all right,” Fagin said. 
“What you'll have will be a contingent of Chinese 
Nungs, along with one comprised of Laotian mercs. 
There will be eleven men per team, including a U. S. 
advisor for each.” 

“These advisors,” Falconi cut in, “which side of the 
‘ fence are they from, yours or ours?” 

“Both men represent talent we've recruited,” Fagin 


- . * High Altitude Reconnaissance Photography 
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stated. “Their performance record in the field is quite 

remarkable.” : 

“Where have I heard that before?” Tripper ventured, 

- eyeing Japp maliciously. 

Fagin. ignored the interruption and continued. “In 
the event that it’s required,.you will. also have available 
the heavy artillery of the fire support bases in the area. 
Major Falconi and I have drawn upa series of probable 
predesignated targets, the coordinates of which have 
- already been forwarded to the FSBs. Any questions?” 

Culpepper spoke up. “What time’s this whole 
shebang get off the ground?” 

“You'll be transported from here to Phu Bai at 
nineteen hundred, two hours from now. At Phu Bai, 
you will be airlifted, under armed escort, to the A Shau 
Valley. Once on the ground you will rendezvous with 
the Nung and Laotian mercs. Your mission will 
- proceed as planned, and then approximately forty-— 

eight hours later you will be picked up at a designated 
LZ near A Sap and flown home.” — 

“Don’t sound no worse than a picnic back home,” 

_Blue Richards drawled. “Who’s in charge of the 
cupcakes?” 

“Lawdy, Miss Scarlett,” Culpepper shrieked, “don’t 
let it be Dobbs!” 

“Quit with the clownin’ around!” Top Gordon 
barked, then nodded to Fagin. “Was there anything 
else?” 

‘Fagin said no. “This is the part of the picture where I 
turn the floor over to you guys. Who goes first?” 

_ Malpractice McCorckel stood and for the next five 
minutes read the rest of the team the riot act about 
keeping their noses clean in the field. “Just ‘cause I got 
the knowhow to patch you up if you get ina fix doesn’t 
mean I want to be dumped in a position to put that 
knowledge to use. The area we're heading for’s got your 


125 


usual Sunday afternoon variety of things to watch out 
for, and that means the snakes, mosquitoes and 
delightful wood leeches you've all come to know and 
love. You'll all be packing foot powder and salt tablets. 
Make sure you use both. Two days humpin’ the hills 
ain’t the longest time in the world, but if youdon’t take 
. good care of yourself right from the start, that can only 
lead to trouble.” - 
. Malpractice turned the meeting over to Culpepper, 
who in turn gave Archie Dobbs a chance to speak his _ 
mind once he was finished giving the team the details of 
the demolition gear they would be taking with them. 
After Dobbs came Blue Richards, then Petty Officer 
- Second Class Durwood “Sparks” Martin—the Black 
_Eagles’ communications expert with the short, husky | 
build and the face of a killer. One after another the 
members of the Detachment had their say, and then it 
was Ray Japp’s turn at bat. 
“Most. of you already know who I am,” he began, 
“but for those of you who weren't listening the first 
- time, my-name is Ray Japp. I presently hold the rank of 
staff sergeant, but that’s been known to fluctuate from 
time to time. It’s unfortunate that my being here is the 
result of your Sergeant Whitaker losing his life a few 
days ago, but from what I’ve learned of the team’s 
history -that doesn’t exactly qualify me as a candidate 
for a writeup in Ripley’s. Most of you became Black 
Eagles for the very same reason. 
“As far as my background goes, you should know 
that I’m trained in demolition, communications, jungle 
’ warfare, and as a Pathfinder. In addition, with all due 
respect to Sergeant Dobbs, I’m the best FO any of you 
are ever likely to meet. A lot of people have called me 
crazy and I’m not gonna stand up here and bullshit you 
by saying they’re entirely wrong. Ilove women, torture, 
_and I thrive on stress. I’m not-tellin’ you this to try and 
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impress you. There’s no point. What I am sayin’ is that 
I think you all have a right to know who it is you’re 
going out into the field with. e 

_ “As far as many of you are concerned, I know you 
don’t like me much. Tough shit is about all I’ve got to 
say to that. I'm not over here to win a popularity 
contest, but to see to it that my ass makes it back in one 
piece when it’s time to go home. Any personal feelings I 
may have regarding you guys one way or the other get 
left behind once we leave Hue. Charlie’s my enemy out 
there in the field, not you. In the field I'll give it 
everything I’ve got, but I expect the same from you. It’s 
a two-way street. A couple days from now I'd like us all 
to be back here, safe and sound and sharing a drink.” 

“Amen to that,” Dobbs announced, as Japp took his 
seat and Falconi wound up the debriefing. 

“We don’t have a lot of time before our departure,” 
Falconi said, “so I'll make this short -and sweet. 
Although we'll be working hit-and-run routines on the 
Reds as we make our way up to A Sap, youcan be sure 
the NVA will be out to make it rough on us any way 
they can. Latest estimates reveal that approximately 
fifteen hundred Communists are using the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail each week. And that total is steadily 
increasing. What that means to us and our mission is 
that we're going to be playing ball in the enemy’s 
backyard. We'll be vastly outnumbered, which is why 
we have to avoid staying in one place for any great 
length of time. A single slipup could cost us the whole 

. game’and, in this case, it’s one we can’t afford to lose. 
I’ve got some last-minute crap to iron out, and I know 
you do, too. We'll see you back here at nineteen 
hundred hours.” 

Then Falconi went to a bulletin board in the corner 
of the room and posted the duty assignments for their 
upcoming mission. 
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COMMAND & SCOUT ELEMENT 
Major Robert Falconi, Commander 
- Sgt. Archie Dobbs, Scout 
PO2c Sparks Martin, Radio Operator 
Sfc. Malpractice McCorckel, Medic 


DEMO TEAM : 

_ S. Sgt. Calvin Culpepper 
_PO3c Blue Richards 

'S. Sgt. Ray Japp ~ 


. FIRE TEAM ALPHA . 
M. Sgt. Duncan Gordon, Team Leader 
S. Sgt. Dennis Maywood 
- Sgt. Chun Kim, Grenadier 
Sgt. Toby Barker 
PO3c Blue Richards* © 


FIRE TEAM BRAVO 

Sfc.-Ray Swift Elk, Team Leader 
Sfc. Calvin Culpepper* 

+ §. Sgt. Charlie Tripper, Grenadier 
- §. Sgt. Ray Japp* - 


* Assignment during nondemolition phase of opera- 


tion. 


"The Black Eagles departed from the Citadel in Hue 
and were transported to the U.S. Naval airstrip at Phu 
Bai” without incident, a welcome change’ of . pace 
considering the terrible toll entering the city had taken 
on the team. Upon their arrival at Phu Bai, the men 
boarded a medium transport CH-47 Chinook helicop- 
ter. A second CH-47 had been heavily stocked with an’ 
underslung load to carry most of the equipment and 

supplies the Black Eagles were taking into the field. 
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Total transfer from the MACV vehicles to the 
Chinook took less than five minutes to accomplish, 
and less than ten minutes after that the team was 
airborne—on their Way to their LZ in the A Shau 
Valley, along with a pair of Huey “Hogs” flying escort. 

As they lifted off, Dobbs complained about the fact 
that there wasn’t going to be an in-flight movie, and 
then even he settled down and rode the balance of the 
journey in silence. Falconi closed his eyes and allowed 
the beating of the chopper blades to tame his senses 
long enough for him to relax. 

Partly because of Ray Japp’s recommendation, 
along with his own reluctance to take an M-16out into 
the field again, Falconi had opted to go with a silenced 
version of the M-3 submachine gun. Not only would 
the Grease Gun put his mind to rest about facing 
another jam-up under combat conditions, but since the 
M-3 utilized the same caliber ammo as his Colt, he 
knew in advance the kind of dependable stopping 

- power he would have at his disposal. — 
Shortly before actually reaching their designated 
’ Janding zone, the chopper formation carrying the 
Black Eagles dropped in low over the ground and 
hovered in position for less than a minute. Forty-five 
seconds later they were climbing back into the sky and 
flying to another false landing site three kilometers to 
the north. After that two more bogus LZs were 
approached and abandoned before the pilot of 
Falconi’s CH-47 signaled that the genuine LZ was dead 

ahead. 

The chopper banked hard to the right, seemed to 
level out, and then they were dropping, sinking to the 

ground with a speed that left Falconi’s stomach riding 

somewhere high in the clouds. The CH-47 pulled up 
sharply and the next thing saeocy knew they were on 
the ground. 
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“All ashore who’s going ashore!” Falconi hollered, 

~ shouting to be heard over the Chinook’s twin turbine- 

powered rotors. “The cameras are rolling!” 

_ As though the inside of the chopper was on fire, the 
Black Eagles stood and scrambled out the rear of the 
aircraft, moving in a swift and orderly manner until no 
one but the pilot and copilot remained inside. 
Immediately, the Chinook’s rotors revved faster and 
the CH-47 was airborne again, joining its cousin with 
the underslung load of equipment. Together the 

’ Chinooks climbed and gained altitude, then set off with 
their “Hog” escorts for three more phony LZs, one of 
which would be where the load of equipment would be 
dropped. 

’ Asthe noise of the helicopters faded into the distance 
the Black Eagles began to move, Dobbs leading the 
way, making for their point of rendezvous with the 
contingent of CIA-trained Nung and Laotian merce- 
naries. No one spoke. There was no need to. 
Professional soldiers that they were, the men were in 

‘their element now, cut off from civilization and on 

_their own. ' 

They wouldn't have had it any other way. 

Moving downhill in a steady northwesterly course, 
the going was slow. The vegetation in the area was 
thick, seeming to block their progress at every step. 
Overhead the glow of the moon could be seen peeping 
through the clouds, but for the most part the terrain 
about them was little more than indistinct shapes and 
outlines. 

The sounds of the night played about them like a 
long-playing phonograph record with a needle stuck in 
its groove. Swarms of hungry mosquitoes buzzed 
around their heads looking for a meal. A family of 
monkeys chattered from a clump of trees they passed. 
Off to their right a predator growled and then ran . 


130 


further into the night to continue its hunt undisturbed. 
' Ninety minutes after disembarking ftom the 
Chirtook and beginning their walk into A Shau Valley, 
Dobbs brought the procession to a halt. Turning 
around, the Black Eagles’ point man doubled back 
until he came to Falconi. 

“This is it,” Dobbs said, the level of his voice held toa 
whisper. 

Falconi shifted his gaze from side to side. All he 
could see was jungle and darkness. “Are’ you sure?” 

“You know Iam,” Dobbs replied, accepting Falcon’s 
- mock insult with a laugh. “This is the spot and any 
second now we're gonna have.company.” 

Falconi nodded and began counting off the seconds 
in his mind. He made it to twenty-seven before the 
visitors arrived. ; 

“See?” Dobbs said. “What'd I tell you?”. 

“Lucky guess,” Falconi decided. 

“Criminy,” Dobbs moaned. “You really know how 
to hurt a guy.” 

The first of the visitors, a solidly built man with 
broad shoulders, closely cropped crewcut hair, and a 
neatly trimmed moustache, moved through the De-: 
tachment and walked straight up to where Dobbs and 
Falconi were standing. The newcomer bringing up the 
rear looked a near duplicate of the first, but without the 
hairy upper lip. 

“I’m looking for Major Falconi,” the first man 
- reported, his accent identifying him as coming from the : 
Midwest. 

“You just found him,” Falconi said, inking he hands 
with the man in a firm handshake. “And you're... 2” 

“Ah, the name is Scotch.” 

“Of course. And that means your friend here} just has 
to be Mr. Bourbon.” 

“That right,” the second American said, half 
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surprised, extending his hand for a shake. “Chuck 
usually doesn’t let things like that slip out in advance.” 
:- “Chuck didn’t. It’s just that the Company’s never 
been that big on creativity, you know? Did you guys 
have any trouble getting in and settled?” 

“None,” the man calling himself Scotch said. 

“Glad to hear it. How about our equipment?” 

“Five minutes’ walk from here,” Bourbon volun- 
teered. “we off-loaded without a hitch. It’s ready when 
we are.” 

Falconi swatted a mosquito that had made the 
mistake of landing on his cheek. “We're ready now. 
The idea is to cover as much territory as possible before 
daybreak. Once the sun comes up this valley will be 
hotter than hell.” 

“Like an oven,” Scotch confirmed. 

“Your men are with the gear?” Falconi asked. 

“Most of them,” Scotch offered. “A couple of my 
Nungs, plus two of Bourbon’s boys, are out stretching 
- their legs, keeping their eyes open for us.” 

“Fine,” was all Falconi said, then motioned for his 

men to follow as Scotch and Bourbon led the way 
through the darkness. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


For as far back as he could remember Captain Ban 
had always heard his closest comrades speak disap- 
provingly of the realities of war. It is the burden of the 
majority to satisfy the greed of the minority, his friends 
would lament after numerous bottles of beer had gone 
to their heads and poisoned their minds. War is the ~ 
nightmare from which poor men seldom wake, they 
_ would grumble in drunken despair. War is a never- 
ending road paved with the bones of victors and losers 
alike. in 

In his day Captain Ban had heard it all, listening to 
the words his friends liad to say with feigned interest, 
yet holding steadfast to his own beliefs through thick 
and thin. Ban didn’t let the thought of the gradually 
~ escalating war with the South get him down. Far from 
it. He welcomed the occasion into his life as one would 
accept the discovery of a long-lost brother. 

_ War had not been unkind to Captain Ban. War had 

been generous. To his way of thinking the conflict with 
the South. had been his salvation. Were it not for the 
war , .. what would he be doing now? Slaving away at 
his grandfather’s boring bicycle factory? Or perhaps 
’ working night and day toiling in some waterlogged 
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. paddy growing and harvesting rice? Whére was the 
honor for a man of superior intellect in a miserable life - 
such as that? 

There was none, of course, and because this was so 
Captain Ban had no regrets when it came to the war. | 
Let the others complain..He didn’t mind: He was not to 
be swayed in his dedication to the cause of reunifying 
the waywardness of the South with the perfection of 
the North. ° 

Ban’s wife didn’t appreciate the war, but what did 
she know? Women were ignorant creatures when it 
came to understanding the complexities of survival ina 
-man’s world. How could a woman hope to understand? 
Women were good for one thing and one thing only. 
Beyond the usefulness of the delicious - receptacle 
_between their legs, a man such as Ban could expect 
more intelligence and genuine companionship from a 
dog. |. , 

In charge of a detail of thirty-five men of the NVA 
357th Infantry out of Hai Phong, it was Captain Ban’s 
duty to see to it that supplies entrusted to him were 
-moved efficiently and speedily along the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail. Beginning their five-week journey south at the 
Sepone airstrip in Laos, Ban kept his men on the march 
night and day, always on the move, stopping only for - 
brief periods of rest—most of these taken during the 
times when the accursed Americans were attempting to 
bomb the Trail to oblivion. - 

Such folly! The lunatic Americans could fill the Trail 
. full of craters to rival those on the moon, but it would 
not stop Ban and the supplies his men were transport- 
ing from getting through. The Yankees were mad if 
_they believed mere firecrackers from the sky would 
slacken the determination of the Communist NVA. 

Captain Ban had been entrusted with a job and he 
would allow nothing to stand in his way to prevent that 
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task from reaching its successful conclusion. Well 
aware that his superiors were always on the lookout for 
men of outstanding capabilities, Ban was thoroughly 
convinced that, by placing him in charge of this small. 
detachment of NVA, his mettle as an officer was being — 
tested. As such, he relished the opportunity to prove 
himself. 

‘Other officers might have shirked their responsibil- 
ity and let the enlisted men do all the work. Not 
Captain Ban. He knew well the mentality of the foot - 
soldier. Respect for figures of authority was not 
something the enlisted men gave of freely; it had to be 
earned. 

Ban could easily have avoided carrying his fair share 
_ of the load down the Trail, but then how could he 
honestly expect his men to follow him and support his 
leadership if he did? The answer was obvious. Which 
was why, instead of barking orders to men weary from 
the toll of the march, Ban carried his share with the best 
of them. 

Coiled around his neck and circling his waist were 
lengths of socks filled with rice. Over his shoulder a 
knapsack was strung, jammed to the point of bursting 
with forty pounds of food, medical supplies, spare 
clothes, a hammock, and a waterproof sheet. This, in 
addition to his Russian SMG PPSh M-41, and the four 
extra thirty-five round magazines he carried for the 
weapon, served as an ample inspiration and example to 
his men that he was behind their efforts one hundred 
percent. ; 

Not that there hadn’t been complications. During 
the first week of his journey two of his men had come 
down with malaria. One had died, while the other had 
been left to the uncertainties of solitary recuperation 
alongside the Trail. Still another of his tireless men had 
fallen victim to the fatal bite of a cobra. Through no 
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fault of his own he had already lost three of his men, 
and his march to the South wasn’teven half finished. 
A reduction in his total work force meant that the 
entire load his men were transporting had to be 
redistributed to accommodate for the loss of man- 
power. Already burdened to the limits of their 
endurance, the added weight the fewer numbers had to 
carry served unavoidably to slow them down. By Ban’s 
calculation they were at least ten hours behind 
. schedule; an intolerable situation if he was to prove his 
worth to his superiors in the face of difficult odds. 

Clearly, a remedy was needed. 

Captain Ban kicked the side of his shoe against a 
rock to pop a blister on the edge of his right foot that 
had been annoying him for the better part of the day. 
He kicked the rock again and sighed with a mixture of 
relief and pain as the blister surrendered to his attack 
and warm pus washed between his toes. Ah, that was 
more like it, he decided. He would tend to the foot once 
they came to the village just ahead. 

One hour later Ban and his men marched into the 
hamlet—an insignificant community consisting of 
seventeen huts. Nearly five dozen scrawny men, 

women, and children were assembled outside, along 
with an assortment of emaciated farm animals, mostly 
chickens. and pigs. 

The huts were arranged in a V-shape formation on 
either side of the pathway bisecting the village. Torches © 
burned from various locations, their flickering flames 
illuminating all that ‘Ban could see in hues of yellow 
and orange. As far as the captain could determine, 
none of the villagers was armed. . 

The village would serve as an excellent rest stop, Ban 

~ concluded. He could have the blister on his foot 
cleaned and bandaged, and his men could relieve the 
pressures of the day by helping themselves to any of the 
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female villagers they fancied. 

Not that the straggly-haired creatures he saw were 
out to win any beauty contests. Though all the women 
he saw were ugly, Ban wasn’t concerned. Given the 
chance for sexual adventure, his men would not 
complain about the quality of their partners. On the 
floor, beneath the blanket of darkness, every woman 
was aqueen. . 

_ Perhaps after his foot had been attended to, Ban 
reasoned, even he would investigate the possibility of 
relieving himself in one of the village sluts. 

Tomorrow his men would be back on the Trail, 
transporting the equipment and supplies to their . 
comrades fighting in the South. Tomorrow they would 
push themselves ever onward, enduring physical 
discomfort that would reduce men of lesser stature to 
whimpering bowls of jelly. Tomorrow his men would 
demonstrate again why he was proud to serve as their 
commander. All of this would happen tomorrow. 
Tonight they would relax and enjoy. 

After the business of business had been settled. 

Captain Ban signaled to one of his men, a lecherous 
corporal named Dao. 

“Yes, comrade captain.” Dao smartly saluted, his 
expression revealing he had already guessed what Ban 
had in mind for the evening. 

“We will be staying for the night,” Ban informed the 
corporal. “But before we turn in-I have decided to — 
liberate this village on behalf of our comrades back 
home.” 

Dao’s face brightened. “An excellent idea, Captain 
Ban. Liberating this village will make our stay all that 
more enjoyable, plus we will have the added benefit of 
replenishing our ranks with new supporters of our 
righteous cause.” 

“My feelings precisely,” Ban told the enthusiastic 
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Dao. “Go find the village elder, then. The sooner we. 
finish with business, the sooner all of us can relax. Find 
him.” 

Dao saluted again. “Yes, sir!” . 

Dao turned and made his way through the crowd of 
gathered villagers, boldly pushing and shoving them 
asidé with the blatant arrogance of a‘bully. It took the 
corporal little more than a minute to discover what he 
was searching for. 

- “F found him!” Dao shouted, and then he was 
dragging before Captain Ban the unresisting form 
of the oldest man in the village. 

-- Ban stepped up to the man. “You are the elder of this 
misbegotten dirt hole?” he asked, aware that choosing 
the wrong man would totally ruin the impact of his 
actions. “Well?” — 

“Tam he,” the old man said, lowering his gaze out of 
respect to Captain Ban. “I beg you, kind sir. Ours is but 
’ a humble village with barely enough to sustain the lives 

of us who live here, yet gladly we will share all that we 
have with you and your men. All that we ask is that you 
leave our village in peace as you have found it. Do that, 
’ kind sir, and the comfort of you and your men shall be 
well provided for.” 2 
- “The graciousness of your generous offer is appreci- 
ated,” Captain Ban told the old man, “but quite 
unnecessary.” Be 

‘Before the old man could think to question the 
captain’s statement, Dao and one of the corporal’s 

. friends gripped the village elder by his shoulders.and 
physically carried him to the pens where the pigs were 
kept. 

Captain Ban waited until Dao had the old man in 
place, then slowly and ceremoniously crossed to where 
the elder was being held. Drawing his knife from its 
scabbard as he walked, Ban lifted the blade high 
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enough for even the youngest of the villagers to see. 

When he had reached a position directly in front of 
his prisoner, Ban acted, swiftly lowering the knife, 
thrusting it forward, sinking its blade into the 
unprotected abdominal muscles of the. old man’s 
stomach. 

“Aaarrrgghhh!® The village elder’s scream was wet 
with agony as bubbles of blood came spilling from his 
mouth. 

Captain Ban turned his wrist, twisting the knife so its 
razor-sharp edge was pointing to the sky, then he went 
to work. Back and forth the hand holding the knife 
sawed, cutting in and out of the writhing figure of the 
old man, the force of the deed practically lifting the 
elder’s tortured body from the ground. 

The knife blade connected with the old man’s 
sternum and Ban backed quickly away, stepping aside 
as the elder’s internal organs began pouring from the 
massive wound Ban had made. The captain nodded to 
Dao and the old man was picked from his feet and 
dumped, still shrieking, headfirst into the pig pens. 
Snorts and squeals from the voracious animals greeted 
the elder’s arrival, then the poten rushed in on their 
prize and began to feed. 

“My name is Captain Ban of the 357th Infantry 
Army of North Vietnam,” Ban proclaimed, holding his 
bloody knife aloft. “The purpose of my visit to your 
village is to recruit volunteers.” , 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


The sun was not scheduled to rise for another forty- 
five minutes, yet already the jungle of the A Shau 
Valley was beginning to bake. The combination of heat 
and humidity was. incredible. A sticky waterfall of 
sweat rolled off Falconi’s neck, flowing like a leaking 
‘faucet along his spine, causing the fabric of his shirt to 
cling to his back like it was glued there. Falconi 
equated the overall effect to that-of taking a shower 
‘with his clothes on. 

- After the Black Eagles rendezvoused with the 
- mercenaries under the command of Company advisors 
Bourbon and Scotch, they secured the equipment and 
supplies the CH-47 had left for them and spent the 
balance of the night making their way down from the 
mountainous area that had served as their LZ. 

A Shau Valley and its surrounding countryside was 
typified by triple canopy terrain. For miles in every 
direction the land was virtually choking with vegeta- 
tion—teeming with dense forests of brushwood and 
vast jungles thick with bamboo. Paths, where they did 
exist, were narrow and practically useless. More often 
than not the only way forward was determined by the. 
- hacking precision of swinging machetes. Nothing 
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about traveling through A Shau Valley was easy. 

With dawn approaching they were less than two 
kilometers away from where the perimeters of the 
infamous Ho Chi Minh Trail would be visible. Taking 
into consideration the numerous geographical obsta- - 
cles they had been forced to overcome since their 
arrival in the area the night before, Falconi was more 
than satisfied with their progress to date. 

“All right,” the leader of the Black Eagles said, 
motioning with his hand. “Everybody take five.” 

“Five?” Dobbs remarked in a disbelieving tone that 
he nurtured to perfection. “Don’t you mean ten, 
Falcon? Or twenty? Or how’s. about thirty? 1 don’t: 
know about the rest of the guys, but I’m ready to drop. 
I feel like somebody’s dropped a rockslide on my 
_ shoulders.” 8 

Dobbs, his short, husky frame saddled with a 
rucksack jammed to the seams, did appear as though 
his next step would be his last. His close-shaven skull 
was raining sweat, and his eyes kept twitching shut 
from the unavoidable washing they were getting. 
Dobbs wore a sweatband tied around his forehead, 
under the brim of his hat, but forall the good it did him, 
he might just as well have worn the useless strip of cloth 
around an ankle. No doubt about it. Point man and 
scout Archie Dobbs was a qualified mess. 

But so, Falconi noted, was everyone else. 

“You'll take five and be happy you've got it,” Falconi 
told Dobbs. 

“You're heartless, Falcon,” Dobbs protested, then 
did as the others he was traveling with and found a safe 
spot to sit down. 

Falconi did likewise and was sitting, trying somehow 
to will himself to stop sweating, when Culpepper came 
over to have a word with him. . 

“What's the good word, Calvin?” 
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“It’s gonna be a hot one today,” Culpepper said. 

“Yeah, well don’t g0 around shoutin’ it. Maybe the 
others won’t notice.” 

“Sure.” Culpepper ran the back of his hand over his 
forehead. “What do ya think about these Bourbon and 
Scotch characters? They gonna be able to cut the 
mustard when the shit starts to fly?” 

Falconi nodded. “Fagin values our team too much to 
stick us with losers: A stunt like that and he'd be 

directing traffic at Langely in sight of a week.” 
_. “Guess so. The rest of the company the Company 
keeps doesn’t look much like pushovers, either.” 
' “Not any Id be keen on tangling with,” Falconi 
agreed. 

Brought together and schooled at a CIA training 
facility in Thailand, the Chinese Nungs and their 
Laotian counterparts were every bit the fierce fighting 
men their rugged appearance suggested. Bearing the 
loads they had been given to carry without complaint, 
the foreign mercenaries had all but set the pace for the. 
others. Their weapons, ranging in sophistication from 
shotguns and SMGs to short, hook-bladed machetes 
similar to.the maks the Montagnard tribesmen used, 

- -served to enhance the savage image they presented. 
When the time came for them to engage the enemy, 
Falconi knew for certain that the Nungs and Laotians 
would accept that challenge with unquestionable 
courage. 

The two men were still contemplating their merce- 
nary allies when the earth they were sitting upon began 
to tremble slightly. 

Falconi checked his watch.. “Here they come. Right 
on schedule.” 

Culpepper smiled. “Dobbs is sure to love this one.” 

“Hey!” The team’s point man suddenly jumped to his 
.. feet. “The ground is startin’ to shake!” 
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“Relax, Archie,” advised Falconi. “You said you 
wanted more than five. Maybe you re gonna get your 
wish?” 

Dobbs wasn’t convinced. “Yeah, but this ain't the. 
way I wanted it.” 

High above their positiona growing chorus of sound 
could be heard filling the predawn sky—the droning 
- engines of USAF bombers come to deliver a decisive 
wake-up call to any personnel using the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail. Falconi craned his neck as the bombers passed 
overhead, but there was nothing to see. Even if the sun 
had been up} it wouldn’t have made any difference. The 
dense canopy of foliage beneath which they were 
stationed effectively filtered out all but the barest 
minimum of visual opportunities that may have 
existed. 

Participating in the recently introduced Operation 
Rolling Thunder campaign, Falconi supposed the 
bombers he could hear were B-57s, the USAF’s version 
of the British Canberra. With an armament of four - 
20mm M39 cannon, each supported by two hundred 
rounds of ammunition, each B-57 carried a payload of 
four 750-pound bombs in its internal bomb bay, with 
an additional four bombs transported on the aircraft’s 
wing pylons. The bombs were of an ideal size and 
- weight to penetrate the lush canopy of jungle bordering 
this particular section of the Trail. 

While Falconi had heard.rumors that larger B-52 
bombers were soon to begin operating out of bases in — 
Thailand and Guam, he really didn’t expect that to 
happen until sometime late in May or early June.’ 
Until then, bombers such as the durable B-57 would 
handle the lion’s share of the air strikes. 

The last of the B-57s had yet to pass over where 
Falconi and the others waited when the first of the 
bombers in line began dumping its payload on targeted 
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positions on the Trail. What had begun as a distant 
rumble of explosions soon reached Falconi’s ears as 
one continuous terrible roar of noise. Each time one of 
.the 750-pound bombs hit home, the shock waves 
resulting from the blast made themselves felt, and when | 
the bombs began plowing into the ground in multiples, 
the resulting effect from where Falconi was sitting was 
that of riding over a bumpy road in a car without 
shocks. 

For a full thirty minutes the bombers engaging in the 
Rolling Thunder program demonstrated how aptly the 
campaign of interdiction had been named. Wave after 

~ wave of bombs fell, pounding the Trail and adjacent 
countryside, again and again. And then, assuddenlyas ~ 
the attack had started, the bombs ceased to fall and the 
B-57s headed for home, their great engines fading in. 
the distance, a monstrous swarm of metal bees 
returning to the hive. 

The noises of the jungle gradually replaced those of 

‘the bombing strike against the Trail. Monkeys pro- 
tested the early morning disturbance with incessant - 
chattering. Tropical birds that had been stunned into 

_ inactivity by the shockwaves from the bombs now took 

to the air in a fresh quest for food. Once more Falconi 
and those with him became aware of the stifling heat. 

Assured that it was now safe to continue, Falconi 
said to Culpepper, “Time to move on.” Then he 
climbed to his feet and announced to the rest. “Let’s hit 
it!” 

“Hey, what kind of fuckin’ rest break was that?” - 
complained an irritated Dobbs. 

.“Put it on hold,” Top Gordon ordered. “You got 

your five minutes and then some. Time to march.” 

Dobbs wiped the sweat from his face and followed 
the example of the others, hefting the substantial 
weight of his rucksack onto his back and. proceeding 
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once more down the minuscule path they were using. 
_As dawn approached and the early morning sun 
warmed the sky, the jungle they were in became like 
one enormous greenhouse. Steam rose from the 
' ground in great sheets of heat that coiled about their 
badies and stayed there, drenching everyone’s clothes: 
to the skin. The insects, which during.the night had | 
. plagued the men unmercifully, showed no signs of - 
letting up now that daylight was here. More than one 
venturesome mosquito would dive-bomb a target and 
drink its fill before a Swatting hand could drive it away. 
Twenty minutes after their brief rest break, the maze 
of vegetation they had been traveling through suddenly 
thinned out and gave way to an open area roughly ten | 
yards'across. From left to right, as far as they could see, 


the open area stretched—littered. and pockmarked — 


_ with craters from the bombs. The first leg of their 
journey was over. 

They had reached the Ho Chi Minh Trail. 2 

Working according to plan, the group rrepared to 
split up. While Falconi.and members of his scouting 
element along with the Black Eagles comprising Fire 
Team Alpha headed north for a general looksee up the 
Trail, Sfc Ray Swift Elk and the men of Fire Team 
Bravo would go south with the contingent of Nungs 
and Laotians to prepare and negotiate probable 
ambush sites. 

Since he would be working point in advance of those 
taking the northern route, and because his ability to 
move.quickly and quietly was crucial to the success of 
his performance, Falconi let Dobbs turn the burden of 
carrying his rucksack over to a de of the stalwart 
mercenaries. . 

“Forget what I said about. ya not havin’ a heart,” 
Dobbs said, slipping'the straps of the rucksack off his © 
shoulders and into the arms of the ‘Nungs waiting to 
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take it. “You're A-OK in my book, Falcon. Any time ya 
need a character reference, don’t hesitate to call your 
old friend Archie D.” 

“I won't,” Falconi promised, then turned to Ray 
Swift Elk. “It’s going on o-seven-hundred now. Unless 
we experience some unforeseen hassles on our hike, 
you can expect us to join up with you as near to one 
o’clock as we can manage.” 

“Fine,” the intelligence sergeant said. “That should 
give us beaucoup time to prepare a surprise or two for 
~ Charlie. So we don’t catch you with the same set of 
treats, though, you can look for us on the safe side of 
whatever we set up.” 

“Good,” Falconi noted. “See you then.” 

Falconi conferred a few more minutes with Scotch 
and Bourbon to learn any last-minute details he should 
be aware of. By Scotch’s estimation, the amount of 
time Falconi expected to be away would be more than 
enough for the Nungs and Laotians to put their talents 
to use. 

“This is where my men shine,” Scotch explained. 
“They’re in their element out here, major. This is what 
they live for. I’m certain you'll appreciate them more 
once you've seen them in action.” 

“I’m sure I will,” Falconi said, then he motioned to 
Dobbs and those going north with him that it was time 


~ to move out. 


“Break a leg, Falcon,” Culpepper called. 
“You too, Calvin,” Falconi grinned. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


“Well now, ain’t that a pretty sight?” Falconi 
remarked, viewing from his vantage point the column 
of NVA troops moving along the Trail in their 
direction. “How many guests can we expect for dinner, 
Archie?” 

Dobbs leaned in close, speaking low as though 
anything above the slightest whisper would be carried 
to the enemy. “I counted fifty-one, plus three scouts 
working an arrowhead point roughly three hundred 
yards in advance of the remaining force. Set the table 
; for fifty-four extras.” — 

“Shit,”’Falconi swore, “we're in trouble.” 

“How’s that?” asked Dobbs. 

Falconi chuckled. “Tripper only brought along 
service for eight.” He shifted to his left as Top Gordon 
joined them at their lookout. “Well, Top . . . there they 

- are. All we have to do is stay where we are and they'd be 
on top of us inside of an hour.” 

Gordon frowned, wiping a flood of stinging sweat 
from his eyes. “Look at ’em down there, like a bunch of 
friggin’ ants raiding a picnic. All that’s missing is for 
one of the bastards to be toting a man-sized wedge of 
chocolate cake. So much for the effectiveness of this 
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‘" morning’s bomb run. It doesn’t look to me like a single 
one of ’em was touched.” 

“Which means they probably caught the show from 

-a ringside seat like we did,” Falconi suggested. “The 
bombers are starting to show on a regular basis now, so 
the NVA pretty much know when to expect them.” 

- “Sure,” Dobbs said. “They probably treat the whole 
thing like one big joke. They take a coffee break while 
the bombs are being dropped, then hit the Trail again 

- once the bombers are finished. Damn depressing.” 
_ “That’s why Fagin sent us out,” Falconi reminded 

Dobbs. “It’s up to us to see to it that Charlie dumps the 
business-as-usual routine while we're here. This is what 
Chuck meant when he told us we'd be hitting the Reds 
in their own backyard. It should prove interesting.” 

“Even more so if we don’t hustle our asses outta 
here,” Top Gordon said. “I’ve seen enough.” 

“Me too.” Falconi backed away from the rim of the 
hillside they had been looking over, finally climbing to 
his feet once he was certain there was no chance of 
being spotted. “At the rate the Communists are 

‘traveling south we should be able to touch base with 
the rest of our team and have sixty minutes to spare 
before the fat hits the fire. What’s the vote on doubling 
back the way we came?” 

Dobbs had the best answer to that one. “Unani- 
mous.” 

‘Backtracking along the same route they had fol- 
lowed north seemed to take less time on the return 
journey. Because using the Trail as openly as their foes 
would have been an open invitation to disaster; they 

’ were forced to travel through the valley down a path 

running parallel to the Trail’s winding course, cutting 

_ and hacking their way through vast sections of lush 

jungle vegetation for various stages of the trip. 

Their progress was as rough on the body as it was on 


148 


the mind, requiring strenuous labor that united the 
physical demands of swinging a machete with the 
boredom of repeating that task over and over. The 
staggering humidity in the saunalike air of the jungle 
made it impossible for anyone to work the machetes for 
longer than fifteen minutes at a stretch. Even with the 
salt tablets that Malpractice had been passing out all 

_ day like candy, they were still forced to take turns, 
clearing a way through the jungle in pairs, then rotating 
to the rear of the party once hele allotted time at bat 
was up. 

Finally, after what seemed to the men like ages, they 
reached the place : alongside the Trail where they had 
first started out earlier in the day. Falconi felt it was 
now safe for them to take directly to the Trail, and the 
news of his decision was accepted by his men with a 
welcome sense of relief. While Dobbs moved out ahead 
of the rest to walk point, Falconi and the others 
followed after him, content to be walking out in the 
open again without having to use the machetes for 
every foot of progress they made. 

They had been chasing Dobbs’s tracks for slightly 
more than two kilometers when they rounded a bend in 
the Trail and saw Culpepper walking toward them. 

“So what kept you?” Culpepper asked in his soft- 
spoken voice, his handsome face split with a broad 

smile. “We thought you guys got lost.” 
“Nah,” Falconi replied. “Just took our time getting 
back. What happened to Dobbs?” 
Culpepper jerked his. thumb over his shoulder. “I 
sent him to the showers.” 
~ Falconi chuckled. “Good idea.” 
“So, what’s the story, Falcon? Dobbs tells me we've 
got extra guests for dinner.” 
- “That's about the size.of it . . . fifty-four guests, and 
by the time they get here to us they’re gonna be damn 
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hungry. I hope you and the others have been able to 
‘come up with something to curb the Commies’ appetite 
while we were gone?” 


’ “Falcon,” Culpepper reported with pride, “those — 


bastards are in for a fuckin’ feast!” 


I love it when dinner guests are prompt, Falconi 
thought, watching the trio of NVA scouts pass below — 
where he was hiding. The Black Eagles of Fire Team 
Bravo, with the aid of the mercs under the command of 
Bourbon and Scotch, had done an excellent job 
transforming the Trail into a formidable death trap. 
Now all that remained was to see if the North 
Vietnamese soldiers could be lured into it. 

Phase one of the ambush ran smoothly as the NVA 
scouts were permitted to enter and leave the ambush 
site unharmed. Eliminating the three men now would 
have been easy, but, at the risk of possibly alerting their 
comrades further up the Trail, it made more sense to let 
the scouts go safely by. Which wasn’t to suggest that 
they were to escape the proposed fate of their northern 
cousins. ‘Scotch had already dispatched a couple of his 
‘Nungs down the Trail to ensure that didn’t happen. A 
-second pair of Nungs had been sent around and to the 
rear of the advancing Reds to prevent any of them from 
sneaking out the back door once the fur started flying. 
_ Ten minutes after the scouts had gone their way, the 
_ first of the Communist troops marched into view, 
rounding a wide bend in the Trail and moving onto a 
telatively straight section of ground that gradually 
narrowed into a funnel that came together close by 
where Falconi and the others were waiting. 

From their earlier vantage point atop the hill 
-overlooking the Trail, Sergeant Gordon had likened 
. the movement of the NVA troops to that of an army of 
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ants. Under closer scrutiny now, the E-8’s initial 
description was justified. Loaded down like human 
pack animals, the Communists made their. way— 
pushing carts laden heavily with tarped-over supplies, 
walking bicycles piled high with sacks of rice, carrying 
boxes of ammunition and medicine, and transporting 
in primitive litter-fashion light artillery weapons 
ranging from Soviet B-10 82mm recoilless guns to 
dismantled 120mm M43 mortars, also of Soviet design. 
Falconi counted the NVA troops as they advanced 
further into the trap. Two, four, six... onand on they 
came, moving steadily forward until, at last, the entire 
enemy force was in sight. He gave them an extra half- 
minute; then told himself it was time to get the show on 
the road. Rising from his crouched position, Falconi 
aimed the muzzle of his silenced M-3 SMG at the final 
four Communists in line, curled his index finger 
around the Grease Gun’s trigger, and opened fire. 

The moment that the NVA captain in charge of the 
~ detachment knew anything was wrong came when his 
troops bringing up the rear stumbled and fell, dropping 
the pair of 82mm guns they had been carrying to the 
ground with a crash. The dumbfounded captain spun 
on his heels to locate the source of the disturbance, the — 
‘cause of which made his startled eyes bug out in shock 
as two more of his men, including his radio operator, 
collapsed—their twitching bodies dancing in the air 
while splotches of red miraculously appeared on their 
uniforms. 

““ Nap di!” the captain screamed, but before any of his 
men could respond to the warning to take cover, the 
middle of the Trail erupted with the twin explosions of 
40mm grenades from a pair of M79s. 

. Pieces of NVA soldiers caught too near the dual 
points of impact were still flying skyward when the rest 
of the troops broke rank and ran; dropping whatever | 
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they were pushing or carrying in a frenzy of panic, 
scattering over one another in a desperate bid to vacate 
the Trail. The tempting protection of the jungle soon 
lost its allure, though, as the first of the NVA soldiers to 
reach the jungle’s edge discovered to their horror that 
the ground beneath their feet had disappeared. 

-Crying hopelessly as they fell forward, more than a 
dozen of the North Vietnamese windmilled their arms 
in reverse in a futile effort to maintain their balance 
before spilling, headfirst, into the pits and onto the 
rows of sharpened punji sticks waiting to embrace 
them. 

Many of the candidates next in line fora ride on the 
crude, yet effective, sticks of death attempted to reverse 
their onward momentum by pushing against the 
physical barrier of their unwitting comrades still 
fleeing the explosion of grenades. Several of the fastest 
succeeded in delaying the inevitable by dodging 
through the onrushing flow of bodies, but at least seven 
more perished when driven into the pits to their deaths. 

The magazine in Falconi’s M-3 ran dry as his final 
three .45 rounds ripped across the chest of a fleeing 
NVA. Falconi worked the release on the left side of the 
_ Magazine well, pulled the stick free, then quickly 
inserted a fresh one until it locked in place. Drawing 
the cdcking handle as far back as it would go, he 
released it and let it fly forward, the action giving him 
another thirty rounds at his disposal. He drew a bead 
on a conspicuous target and opened fire. 

_ When it finally dawned on the disoriented Commu- 

nists to bring their own idle weapons into play, their 
original troop strength had been reduced by fifty 
percent. As those still alive unleashed the full fury of 
their Kalashnikov assault rifles, their Red-bred hearts 
reacted savagely to the unprovoked assault on their 
detachment. Fueled by their anger, the pride of Ho and 
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Giap blasted merrily away at anything that moved. 
They had courage. They had determination. And they 
possessed the Soviet-supplied firepower to lend cre- 
dence to both. ~ 
What they didn’t have were visible targets to shoot 
at. oe 
- Unfortunately forthe NVA, neither the Black Eagles 
nor their Nung or Laotian allies under Scotch and 
Bourbon suffered from that problem. While the 
Communists busied themselves slaying ominous bam- 
boo trees, vicious swarms of insects and, as one 
overexcited private managed to do, gunning down 
their own captain, the men responsible for the ambush 
squeezed the North Vietnamese through a meat grinder 
of destruction. One by one the NVA troops succumbed 
to the terrible onslaught until not a single enemy . 
soldier remained on his feet. 
_ “Cease fire!” Falconi bellowed at the top of his voice, 
and seconds later the jungle alongside the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail was enveloped in stony silence. 
Wary of the fact that the threat of danger might still 
exist, Falconi emerged from his place of concealment | 
_ with his Grease Gun held at the ready, walking to the 
center of the Trail as the rest of the attack team 
gradually appeared from wherever they had been 
stationed during the ambush. 

“Looks like a clean sweep,” Ray Japp observed, the 
Mark 5 Sterling he’d been using gripped in his right 
hand. “How'd you like the M-3? Pretty nice, huh?” — 

“Smooth as a baby’s backside,” Falconi agreed. 
“Thanks for tippin’ me off.” He turned as Culpepper 
and the others approached. 

“How long’ve we got, Falcon?” Culpepper asked. 

“Ten minutes. Fifteen at the most. You and your 
demo guys rig the area as you see fit. As soon as you're 
finished we'll head out. It won’t be too long before 
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~ Charlie’s next train comes chugging along this stretch 
of track. I don’t want us anywhere near here when it 
does.” 

“Right,” Culpepper nodded, then he, Blue Richards 
and Japp departed to prepare the ambush site for more 
fun and games. | 

Meanwhile, Falconi and the others policed the area, 
making certain none of the North Vietnamese soldiers 
had survived the attack. None had, including the three 
NVA scouts who had been permitted to pass through 
the ambush site unharmed. 

Falconi was assisting Dobbs, Sparks Martin and 
’ Ray Swift Elk in scattering the parts to one of the 
dismantled M43 120mm mortars when the Nungs sent 
to dispose of the scouts returned with the grisly proof 
of their success—three severed heads, each hacked 
from the shoulders of its owner by the hook-bladed 
machetes the Nungs carried. The disembodied heads 
were taken to the nearest pit of punji sticks and 
planted. 

“There you go, Dobbs,” Falconi remarked once the 
Nungs were through depositing their trophies. “The 
opportunity of the ages. Have a few words with the 
Nungs. I’m sure they’ Il be able to point you in the right 
direction.” 

“How’s that, Falcon?” 

“They'll be able to show you how to get a head in 
life.” 

“No thanks,” Dobbs replied, unperturbed. “I'd 
rather wire one for a reservation.” 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


Captain Ban’s day started out picture perfect, not 
too amazing considering he had slept like a newborn 
babe the night before. After first having the blister on 
his foot cleaned and disinfected, and twice sampling 
the questionable sexual talents of one of the younger 
female villagers, Ban had ejected the girl from the hut 
he had commandeered for the evening, then settled 
back and drifted away to the bliss of uninterrupted 
sleep. 

Reveille for Ban came in the form of predawn bombs 

lacerating the Trail further to the south, but even the 
attempts by the damned Americans to spoil his day 
failed to do so. Let the Yankee devils drop all the 
thunder from the skies they wished: So long as he 
wasn’t standing under the bombers when it happened, 
Ban didn’t mind. He was rested and refreshed and 
anxious to get his men, plus the new recruits from the 
village, on the march as soon as possible. 

Since departing from. Sepone with the equipment 
they were transporting, Ban and his men had consis- 
tently lagged an average of ten hours behind the 
similarly staffed work force of his good friend, Captain 
Nih. Now that he had replenished the vacancies in his 
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detachment, though, Ban was determined to give old 
Niha run for his money. After all, witha little luck and 
some double-timing it on the Trail, they might even 
succeed in catching up to Nih and passing him! And 
wouldn’t that be grand?” 

With the goal of catching up to his friend firmly 
entrenched in his mind, Captain Ban had everyone 
under his command ready to go and back on the Trail 
before the morning sun had presented itself over the 
mountainous horizon to the east. An hour into the 
day’s march and Ban knew without a doubt that his 
men would do their best to make him proud. They 
sensed, as he did, that gaining on Captain Nih’s 
detachment was.the kind of morale booster they had 
been searching for, The competitive spirit burned 
brightly in the hearts of his men, and this desire to win | 
translated into the kind of results difficult to 
ignore . . . greater speed on the Trail than ever before. 

Ban was thrilled! If their present rate of progress 
could be maintained, then by his estimation they would 
be nipping at Nih’s heels in as little.as two days’ time. 
Such a remarkable comeback would not go unnoticed 
~ by his superiors, Ban realized. They would recognize in 
him what he had known all along: He was a born leader 
of men, a major disguised as a captain. In short, his 
days of traversing the Trail in the manner of the 
common infantry soldier were rapidly drawing to a 
close. 

All during the morning and into the afternoon Ban’s 
troops marched hard, stopping only once for a short 
_ fifteen-minute break before pushing on again. The day 
was a certified scorcher, hot and humid, and full of the 
kind of heat that sent most of the jungle’s inhabitants 
questing for some place cool to hide. 

All except Captain Ban’s men. To them the blazing 
sun could have been an oversized ice cube hanging i in 
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the sky for all the problems it presented. Heat? Ban's 
men couldn't be bothered. Stop to rest in the shade? 
Preposterous! Ban wouldn’t hear of it, and neither 
would his men. They were out to catch Captain Nih, 
and the only way they were going to pull that trick off 
was to knuckle down and not give in to the sirens of 
defeat. 

It was going on three in the afternoon and Ban's 
troops were drawing near to a large bend in the Trail 
when Private Xo, one of the two men Ban had working 
as scouts, came trotting frantically from around the 
bend, his face an ashen mask the color of rice flour. Xo 
ran up to Ban and stood there gasping for air, at first 
unable to speak. 

“Well?” Ban demanded. “What is it, Xo? What is it 
that has you so excited?” 

Xo inhaled and pointed a bony finger back down the 
Trail. “It’s him!” he sputtered. “I saw him, Captain 
Ban. It’s him!” 

_ “Him who, you fool?! Speak up, damn you!” 

But instead of coming out with a complete answer, 
all the excited private could manage was, “Nih!”. 

“What's that?” Ban’s eyes lit up like he had just 
swallowed a flare. “Captain Nih? We’ve caught up to 
him already? Why, that’s wonderful, Xo! I can’t 
understand why you should . . .” Ban’s enthusiasm got 
the best of him as he turned and shouted to his men. 
“Did you hear that, comrades? We’ve done in half a 
day’s march what I would have been pleased to have 
accomplished in two! We've caught up to Captain 
Nih!” 

Immediately, all of Captain Ban’s troops raised their 
voices in a rousing cheer of victory. All except Xo. 

“This is an outrage, private!” Ban scolded the man. 
“Where’s your sense of pride? Your honor? Your 
patriotism? Why aren’t you cheering. with the rest of 
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the men?” 

“It’s... it’s because of Captain Nih, sir,” Xo 
stammered, finally calm enough now to speak. 

“No need to feel sorry for him, Xo. The world has its 
share of winners and losers. Today we are e the winners, 
and Captain Nih is. 

“Dead,” Xo said. 

“What?” Ban asked, the word slipping softly from 
his mouth as though he half-expected it to shatter his 
teeth on the way out. “Did I hear you correctly? 

Captain Nih is. . . dead?” 

- “Yes, Captain Ban,” Xo nodded. “Dead.” - 

The rest of the detachment was in the middle of its 
fifth victory cheer in a row when Ban turned to them 
with a vicious snarl, 

__ “Shut up!” he screamed. “Silence!” Then he turned 
his attention back to Xo. “Out with it now. I want to 
‘know. How did Captain Nih die?” 

. “Perhaps, sir,” Xo ventured meekly, “it would be 
better if you followed me. The bodies are just around 
the bend.” 

Ban’s eyelids fluttered. “Bodies? Do you mean to tell 
me that Captain. Nih isn’t the only one who’s died? 
There’s someone else?” 

“Yes, sir. From what I was able to determine, they’re 
all gone, every last one of them. Captain Nih and his 
men have ; been murdered.” 

“I see,” Ban said, digesting this new piece of 
information, wondering what the hell had happened to 
his picture-perfect day. “Allright, Private Xo. We shall 
do ‘as you suggest. Just around the bend in the Trail, 
you say?” 

“Yes, captain.” 

_ Ban turned to his men and told them, “Could be 
some trouble up ahead, men. We're not sure at this 
. point what’s going on, so be ready for anything.” He 
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signaled to Xo. “Let’s go.” 

As they proceeded down the Trail and around the 
bend, Ban did his best convincing himself that Xo had 
somehow gone crazy from the sun. Surely that had to 
be Xo’s problem. Finding truth in Xo’s words was too 
much to contemplate on such short a notice. Tragedies 
were endured when one had time to prepare for them, 
not when they sprang at you like a tiger pouncing ona 
piece of raw meat. Surely the picture on the opposite 
side of the bend in the Trail could not be so bad as Xo 
painted? 

Which, upon rounding the bend with the strength of 
his troops behind him, Ban found to be true. The scene 
waiting to assault his disbelieving eyes was worse, 
much more horrible than he could have imagined. 
Private Xo had-not been exaggerating. 

Captain Nih and all of his men were dead! - 

Ban and the soldiers under his command moved 
through the area of carnage like zombies ina parade— 
stepping over bodies and parts of bodies, identifying 
the mutilated remains of slain comrades, including 
Captain Nih and, in One instance, a brother of one of 
the soldiers, in general, doing what they could to try 
and figure out the mystery behind how Captain Nih 
and his men had been killed. . 

Captain Ban was standing, staring down at the 
bullet-riddied corpse of his friend, when he happened 
to catch, out of the corner of his eye, the sight of one of 
his recent village recruits bending down to pick up a 
discarded Ralashutkoy rifle that was half covered over 
with dirt. 

“Don’t touch any... !” Captain Ban screamed out 
his order, but his warning came too late. 

The ignorant villager closed his fingers around the. 
AK-47’s barrel and pulled ...Severing a trip wire 
attached to the assault rifle’s magazine and triggering a 
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chain reaction of five fragmentation grenades, rigged 
to blow in a countdown of destruction. 

Ban was in the process of throwing himself to the 
ground when the first of the booby traps went off, 
rocking the air with the noise of a disintegrating 
grenade, the force of which shredded the unlucky 
villager’s- midsection, sending the AK-47 and his 
amputated arm sailing twelve feet into the air. The 
remaining explosions proved equally deadly—dicing, 
slicing, and chopping to bits anyone and everyone 
caught in the vicinity of the blasts, the last of the 
grenades exploding and simultaneously taking the 
lecherous Corporal Dao to the four major points of the 
compass at once. 

With the concussion from the detonations still 
ringing in his ears, an uninjured Captain Ban climbed 
to his hands and knees, and then to his understandably 
unsteady legs. Killed! He had nearly been killed!, 

“Captain Ban!” Private Xo rushed to his command- 
ing officer’s side. “Are you all right?” 

Ban, dusting himself off and trying to determine 
which of his men had fallen victim to the booby traps, 
could only shake his head and sigh, “I’m not sure, yet. 
I’m not sure.” 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


Private Ngo Thu Dung stared at the mosquito 
feeding on the flesh of his left arm and decided it was 
time to end the insect’s life. Slowly lifting his right palm 
over the mosquito, Ngo brought the hand swiftly 
down, catching and crushing his intended victim. 
Removing his palm from the remains of the mosquito, 
Ngo picked the squashed bug up by the wings and 
deposited it in the center of a leaf that he had placed on 
the ground between his crossed legs. 

“Nam muoi lam,” he repeated aloud, bringing the 
day’ '$ Mosquito body count to fifty-five. 

Having verbally made his latest kill a matter of 
record, Ngo quietly held out his arm and waited for 
mosquito number fifty-six to land. The trouble with 
drawing a four-week stint at one of these remote A 
Shau Valley observation stations, he reflected, was that 
once the first couple of days had dragged by, every 
single day after that seemed a carbon copy of the one 
before. Ngo hated to admit it, but he was bored. And 
who could blame him? 

Ngo had enlisted in the army of North Vietnam with 
his head full of visions of marching into battle against 
the anti-communist forces to the south. Dignity, 
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adventure, and self-respect . . . that was what the army 
recruiter in Hanoi had promised him. Ha! Where was 
the honor in sitting on his ass in the middle of the jungle 
all day long? No self-respecting soldier in the world 
would have welcomed such a dismal assignment as his. 
And as far as the myth of adventure was concerned, the 
only enemy Ngo had matched wits with to date had 
been the mosquitoes. 
Speaking of which . . . swwaaattt! 
“Sau muoi lam.” Ngo upped his tally by one. 
Being a private in the NVA was something of a 
disappointment. Ngo had expected so much more. Not 
that life as a soldier was entirely devoid of benefits. 
True, he had been presented with a ration of thirty cold 
rice balls to last him during his stay. It was also true 
that when he wanted to refill his canteen he merely 
_needed to take a five-minute walk to a nearby stream. 
Sunshine and fresh air were no problem, either. By 
assigning him to this one-man outpost two kilometers 
_ inland from the Ho Chi Minh Trail, his superiors had 
guaranteed him sunshine and fresh air in everlasting 
abundance. 

Then, of course, there was his wristwatch. To be sure 
not every NVA private was entrusted with such a 
valuable piece of equipment as a genuine, chrome- 
plated, Made in Hong Kong, Boleeva wristwatch with 
revolving second hand. 

Owning such a fancy watch prior to signing up with 
the NVA would have been impossible for a man in 
Ngo’s financial position. While the ideals of Commu- 
nism suggested that in a perfect society it was share and 
share alike, the realities of the system, Ngo had quietly 
observed, were altogether different. While dogma 
could insist that the world was one big rice bowl, Ngo’s 
own experience had shown him otherwise. 

Swwaaattt! 
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“Bay muoi lam.” . 

Ngo didn’t delude himself into thinking his superiors 
had given him the watch out of the kindness of their 
-hearts. He knew better. Having been assigned to this 
miserable one-man outpost, it was Ngo’s duty to radio 
his command center at A Sap six times a day and report 
his obsérvations. These reports were made at three- 
hour intervals; hence, the wristwatch. 

Ngo preferred carrying out his observation duties in 
daylight. Not only was there more to see during the 
day, but at night the Boleeva’s special “glow-in-the-- 
dark” hands and numbers were almost impossible to 
make out without squinting. 

Checking in with command central six times a day 
didn’t exactly. pad Ngo’s days with excitement. 
Inevitably, the tedium of his.job led to boredom, and 
when he wasn’t spending his time staring into the jungle 
or slaying mosquitoes, he occupied his waking mo- 
ments by watching the sweeping second hand of his 
watch go round and round. 

Ngo frowned. He had been promised dignity, 
adventure and self-respect. What he had gotten were 
yawns, 

Swwaaattt! 


Once his demolition experts had finished rigging the 
ambush site with booby traps, Falconi and the Black 
Eagles had left the Trail, going deep into the jungle 
before turning north and heading in the general 
direction of their ultimate destination of A Sap. 

-Meanwhile, Bourbon and Scotch, together with 
their Chinese and Laotian mercenaries, had hurried 
further south to make it appear that the attack force 
had fled that way after the ambush. Four miles down 
the Trail they, too, cut into the jungle and made their 
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way north, catching up to the Black Eagles near five 
o'clock in the afternoon. 

Reunited, the entire company seemed to blitz 
through the triple-canopy vegetation of the A Shau 
Valley with ease, The overwhelming success of their 
ambush earlier in the day had left all of them feeling 
good, and with the progress they were making it was 
reasonable to assume they would reach their eventual 
target area with time to spare. 

They came to a tiny stream and Falconi gave the 
signal that it was okay for everyone to take a short 
break. — 

“I know, I know,” Dobbs said, anxious for once to 
beat Falconi to the punch. “And we only got five 
minutes.” 

Falconi grinned. “You're learning, Archie.” 

“Yeah,” Dobbs acknowledged. “I’ve got a good 
teacher.” 

Five minutes later they were back on their feet and 
on their way again, as rested and refreshed as was 
possible in so short a time. Dobbs took his place 
working point joined, with a nod of consent from 
Falconi, by Ray Japp. Falconi, Scotch, and Bourbon 
were next, followed by Culpepper, Top Gordon, and 
the rest of the Black Eagles, interspersed with the Nung 
and Laotian mercenaries. Korean Marine Sergeant 
Chun Kim, who had utilized the break time at the 

' stream to remove a bothersome pebble froni his boot, 
* brought up the rear. 

Now that he was fully acclimated to the grueling heat 
and humidity of Vietnam, Kim was pleased to note that 
the tropical weather, so unlike that of his homeland, no 
longer had any adverse effect on his performance in the 
field. A perfectionist by nature,.Kim’s primary goal as 
one of the illustrious Black Eagles was to ensure that 
his talents were always available and were utilized for 
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the maximum benefit of the team. Chun Kim was 
proud to be a member of the Black Eagles, and would 

‘do everything within his power to justify the wisdom of 
his being assigned to the SOG Detachment. 

Such were the thoughts filling his mind as he moved 
through the jungle, following in the wake of his fellow 
Black Eagles and the Nung and Laotian mercenaries. 
Every man has his destiny, Kim thought, and at.this 
moment in time I am fulfilling part of mine. 

Something out of the corner of his eye caught his 
attention and Kim turned his head slightly to the right. 
What had he seen? Where precisely was . . . but then he 
saw it again—a brief flash of sunlight reflecting off a 
shiny surface. Kim stopped. To continue without 
investigating the source of the reflection was unthink- 
able. 

Chun Kim looked in front of him, The Nung he had 
been trailing was more than thirty feet away, while the 

‘reflection he had spotted was at least twice that 
distance deeper into thé jungle from where he was 
standing. Surely, it would not hurt to take a minute or | 
two for him to put his mind at ease. Better that, he 
concluded, than continuing after the others with the 
matter unresolved. . 

Kim turned and quickly began walking in the 
direction of where he had first seen the sunlight glinting 
through the vegetation, getting no more thana third of 
the way to his destination when a NVA soldier 
suddenly appeared out of nowhere, spun on his heels, 
and then vanished from Kim’s sight behind a solid wall 
of leafy green. 

‘ “Spy!” was all Chun Kim had time to shout, and. then 
he was tearing into the jungle, running to catch the 
fleeing enemy soldier. 
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“Damn watch!” Private Ngo swore, ripping the 
Boleeva from his wrist and flinging it over his shoulder 
as he ran. “What rotten luck!” 

Sitting in the one-man shelter he had constructed 
himself, Ngo had succeeded in building his pile of dead 
mosquitoes to an impressive ninety-nine, and was 
about to put the swat of death to number one hundred, 
when the sound of something unusual held his hand in 
check midswat. Cautiously, Ngo craned his neck to see 
above the.camouflage of his shelter, his eyes leaping in 
their sockets. 

Americans! And not just one or two of the devils, but 
a whole mob of the gangsters, using the path that ran 
up from the stream! Mentally, Ngo began counting the 
men going by, but when he reached twelve and saw that 
the Yankees were still coming on strong, and that they 
were backed up by a detachment made up of Chinese 
and Laotian mercenaries, the NVA private suddenly 
lost all interest in determining exactly how many of his’ 
enemies were out there. 

Ngo placed his palm over his mouth, resisting the 
urge to cough. It was simply a bad case of nerves. He 
doubted that the enemy troops suspected he was spying 
on them, else why would they keep on walking? 
Naturally, by catching the foreigners unawares, Ngo 
knew that he stood an excellent chance of cutting many 
of the intruding dogs down with his rifle. Such quick 
thinking on his part was certain to win him a 
commendation. Unfortunately, because of the superior 
numbers he was facing, Ngo also understood that any 
medal coming his way for an attack here and now 
would be presented to him posthumously. 

Ngo was sick and tired of sitting all day in the jungle . 
with nothing to do but radio in every three hours and 
~ kill and count mosquitoes, but he wasn’t so sick and 

"tired of it all that he was prepared to die. His primary 
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assignment was to observe. If he attacked the invaders 
and they killed him, then no one would be able to radio 
in his report when the next one came due. 

Gratefully, then, Ngo’s choice was clear. He would 
hold his position and wait for the enemy to pass, then 
radio headquarters with the vital information he now 
possessed. Additional support would be called in, the . 
Americans and their Chinese and Laotian allies would 
be captured or killed, and Ngo would be a hero. It was. 
as simple as that. Once word got out how clever Ngo. 
had been in the face of such incredible danger, he 
would no doubt receive both a medal and a promotion. 

_ Ngocould hardly wait for the enemy soldiers to pass. . 
He checked the time on his wristwatch. His scheduled 
check-in with headquarters was ten minutes away. In 
ten short minutes he would have the world in his 
pocket. He checked his watch again. Only nine more 
minutes to go. 

Then Ngo clenched his teeth, sensing that something 
was wrong. Risking another glimpse at the path from 
the stream, his suspicions were confirmed when he saw 
that one of the enemy troops—a Korean with a fat, 
round face—had stopped on the path and was staring 
intently at Ngo’s carefully concealed hiding place. Ngo 
trembled. 

How could the Korean have guessed that he was 
being observed? Ngo had taken every precaution. It 
was impossible to suppose that a slip-up had occurred 
somewhere along the...and. then Ngo turned his 
wrist and chanced to catch a reflection of sunlight off 
the crystal of his watch. Stupid fool! That had to be it. 
Ngo wanted to scream out in rage, but there was- 
nothing he could do. : 

Noiselessly, Ngo covered the offending watch crystal 
with his hand and silently prayed for the Korean to— 
carry his investigation no further than where he was 
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standing on the path. If the Korean failed to see the 
reflection of the sunlight again, then perhaps he 
would... but no... the expression on the Korean’s 
face told Ngo to get ready for a visitor. 
‘The Korean left the pathand pressed into the jungle, 
moving in a direct line that would bring him straight to 
Ngo’s doorstep. The frantic Ngo was beside himself 
with worry. If he allowed the Korean to reach him, then 
his original concern about facing the enemy force as a 
whole was sure to become a reality. The same held true 
if he opened fire with his assault rifle and gunned the 
Korean down. Seconds after doing so, his uniform 
would be decorating the body of one dead NVA hero. 

Betrayed by a wristwatch and with no other alterna- 
tive in sight, Ngo did what he felt anyone placed in 
similar circumstance would have done. _ 

He jumped to his feet and ran. 

So in a hurry was Ngo to make his escape that he was 
more than twenty paces from his recently secure 
outpost before he realized that he had left his rifle 
behind. Again, he cursed his idiocy. A thousand timesa 
fool was he! Was it any wonder then that the Korean 
had discovered Ngo’s hiding place? No. A young child 
with its eyes blindfolded could have easily done the 
same. And all because of a silly wristwatch! 

Ngo tore through the jungle like a madman, his mind 
nurturing images of the entire enemy force chasing 
after him. Capture, torture and visions of a painful 
death all vied for the attention of his fears. The 
American. gangsters would kill him for sure if they 
caught him, an eventuality Ngo was determined to 
avoid, 
The NVA private stopped to catch his breath, 
leaning against a cluster of bamboo trees listening for 
signs of pursuit. Yes, he could detect the sounds of 


-, someone chasing him from not too far behind, but 
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where he had expected the concerted trampling of 
more than a dozen men, all he heard, in fact, were the 
efforts of a lone pursuer. The round-faced Korean, it 
appeared, was sorrily lacking his allotment in the 
brains department. 

Ngo smiled and withdrew his knife. The Korean . 
wanted to catch him? Fine. Ngo would see to it that the 


Korean got his wish. 


Knowing he’d never be able to keep up with the 
fleeing NVA so long as he was burdened down with his 
full complement of battle gear, Chun Kim worked the 
straps of his backpack loose, shrugging out of the 
rucksack and letting it fall to the ground as he ran. 
Instantly, the short, stocky Korean felt as though his 


feet had sprouted wings. He charged through the 


jungle, hot on the tracks of the North Vietnamese, his 
eyes darting momentarily to the NVA’s hiding place— _ 


a tiny tent-sized structure with a portable two-way - 


radio and an AK-47 assault.rifle inside. 
Chun Kim shook his head as he urged his legs to 


_ carry him even faster. The radio was a bad sign. If the 


Communist coward had managed to send a message 
off on it before deserting his post, then the Black 
Eagles’ mission to the A Shau Valley had surely been 
compromised. And all because Kim had hesitated 
when he had first noticed the reflection. Because of his 
inaction, the. lives of everyone connected with the 
mission were in danger. 

Kim glanced over his. shoulder to see who, if 


‘anybody, was joining him in the chase. There was no 


one. Evidently, they were too far behind for him to see 
or hear, or else they hadn't caught his shouted warning 
before he had taken off after the spy. In any event, it 
looked as though he would be dealing with the 
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Communist on a one-to-one basis. 

Deciding which route the NVA had taken through 
the jungle was a simple procedure of watching for torn 
vegetation and matted grass; a trail anyone could 
follow. Still, Kim knew the folly of blindly charging 
after his enemy in such totally unfamiliar territory. 
While it was true an AK-47 had been abandoned at the © 
Communist’s campsite, it was perfectly logical to 
. suppose that the NVA regular possessed more than one 
firearm. That the soldier from North Vietnam had 
discarded his assault rifle when he fled suggested to 
Kim that the Communist had taken along something 

better suited to his present needs. 

- That Kim had not seen another weapon in the 
enemy’s hands when he had first spotted the NVA was 
of little consequence to the Korean. Kim valued his life 
too highly to gamble its duration on pure speculation; 
far wiser for him to believe the Communist was armed 
to the teeth with concealed heavy artillery, than to be 
duped into believing his foe was weaponless. 

Kim approached a thick copse of bamboo trees and ~ 
quickly slowed to a walk. Overhead, the canopy of 
vegetation had all but obliterated the sun. Shadows of . 
every description fell across his body, while further 
along, where the bamboo grew thickest, it was even 
darker. The air tasted to Kim of rotting plant life. If it 
had been his decision, Kim would have chosen the 
thicket of bamboo as the perfect stage for an ambush. 

The Korean held his ground, listening for any 
indication of his foe’s whereabouts, There was nothing. 
Just as light appeared reluctant to penetrate the 
immediate vicinity, most sounds he might have 
expected to hear seemed to have deserted the area as 
well. Kim had no choice but to proceed directly ahead. 

As the Black Eagles’ Tae Kwon Do karate expert 
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started forward, he obtained the mental focus neces- 
sary to continue by totally relaxing his mind. His 
relaxed state was automatic, serving the dual purpose 
- of freeing his mind from distraction and releasing it for 
action. By opening his consciousness, he was permit- 
ting himself to see and hear more clearly. Relaxed, his 
mind could not accept fear of an opponent of any kind. 

One of the few Black Eagles’ members to retain his 

.M-16 after Ray Japp had initiated an abundance of 
new arrivals, Chun Kim gripped the assault rifle in a 
ready-to-fire position, his reflexes prepared to respond 
instantly to whatever demands he made of them. He 
moved further into the bamboo forest, where it was 
darker still. Soon, the Korean commando’s finely 
honed senses told him, he would confront his enemy 
face to face. 

The blade of the Communist’s knife slashed down at 
Chun Kim’s unprotected back as the NVA leaped from 
the murky shadows where he had been hiding. 
Whooosh! The assassin’s blade fell, but by the time the 
knife was cutting through where Chun Kim should 
have been, the Korean was standing at a safe distance 
more than two feet away. 

Kim turned to regard his attacker, a North Vietnam- 
ese in his early twenties who, at the moment, wore an 
expression on his face rich with astonishment. With the 
exception of the knife, the Communist was unarmed. 
While he could easily have killed the man with his 

-M-16, Kim’s honor as a martial artist stayed his finger 
from jerking back on the trigger of his weapon. 
Instead, Chun Kim loosened his hold on the rifle and 

let the gun slip to the ground. 

_ “You are even more stupid than you look, Korean,” 

the NVA soldier chortled in Vietnamese. “You could 
have taken me with your rifle.” 
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“True,” Kim admitted, also in Vietnamese, “but I 
value the worth of my bullets more than to waste them 
on such a slinking coward as you. My bullets are for 
men, not for children who leave a trail of piss and shit 
behind them as they run.” 

“I am going to enjoy killing you,” the Communist 
promised, brandishing the knife menacingly in his fist. 
“] will stick you full.of holes like the fat Korean pig you 
are.” 

Chun Kim turned his hand palm-side up. “If Iam to 
die, then perhaps you will allow me the privilege of 
knowing my executioner’s name?” 

“Private Ngo Thu Dung!” Ngo announced proudly. 

“Of course,” Kim said, as though recognizing the 
name. “I know of you. I screwed your mother once 
when I was hard up; that was before she made a habit of 
fucking the neighborhood dogs and produced you.” 

Ngo’s voice cracked with rage. “Pll kill you for that 
insult, Korean.” - 

“I am called Chun Kim,” Kim explained. 

“And why should I give a monkey’s ass about that?” 

“So that you may know the name of your execu- 
tioner.” , . 

Ngo charged then, snarling at the insolent Korean, 
the knife in his hand slashing viciously right to left. 
“Die!” 

Kim met the Communist’s attack by turning 
sideways, adopting a perfectly balanced stance, his 
right leg forward, the left one supporting most of his 
weight. The Korean’s right fist was positioned over his 
right foot, while his left was drawn in close to his chest, 
directly above his left knee. 

Chun Kim waited until Ngo’s knife was almost upon 
him, then flew into action—shifting his weight from 
one foot to the other, rearing back, his left foot 
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streaking up and over in a stunning crossing block to 
the Sang Dan target area of Ngo’s body .. . specifi- 
cally, the top of the wrist of the NVA’s knife hand. 

The force of the crossing block kick shattered six of 
the eight carpal bones, and sent the useless knife 
hurtling through the air like a misguided missile. As the 
shock of his traumatized wrist burned a course to the 
pain centers of his brain, the horrified Ngo opened his 
mouth to scream, scarcely managing to show his tonsils 
before Kim followed up his initial attack by shifting his 
weight to his left foot and lashing out with a right-foot 
back-spinning kick that connected solidly with the side 
of Ngo’s neck. 

A spasm of agony rocked Ngo’s body as the large 
blood vessels in his neck fractured under the power of 
the tremendous blow and he began to hemorrhage. His 
knees buckled beneath him and Ngo, aware that he was 
already dying, collapsed to the mat of rotting vegeta- 
tion on the ground. He gasped and tried to speak, but 
all that came out was a salty bubble of red. A shudder 
wracked his frame from head to toe and he was gone. 

Assured that his opponent was dead, Chun Kim 
turned to recover his discarded M-16, bringing the 
weapon into his hands just as Falconi and Culpepper 
showed up. 

“Are you all right?” Falconi asked. 

Chun Kim nodded. “Fine, thank you.” 

“We woulda been here sooner, man,” Culpepper said 
by way of an apology, “but you didn’t leave us much 
of a trail to follow you by.” 

“Next time I will sprinkle bread crumbs behind me,” 
Kim said. 

Falconi grinned and jerked his thumb in the 
direction of where Kim had first noticed the NVA spy. 
“We saw Charlie’s radio back at his bungalow. Do you 
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know if he got to use it after he saw us?” 

“I think not,” Kim returned. “He was too -busy 
~ running from me; a genuine shame considering we had 
so much in common.” 

“How’s that?” Falconi asked. 

Chun Kim laughed as though sharing a private joke. 
“I_once knew his mother.” 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 


Dusk arrived and with it another of the devastating 
American bombing strikes against the Trail, this one 
lasting on the heavy side of sixty minutes before the 
bombers came up dry and headed for home. 

“Hooowie!” the southern demo man, Blue Richards, 
exclaimed as the series of rocking explosions finally 
ceased. “Those fly boys sure as hell don’t mind lettin’ 
off a little steam!” 

“Lucky bastards,” Dobbs concluded, restrapping his 
gear on his back as the others did likewise. “Inside ofan 
hour them sky jockeys'll have landed and be working 
their second beer to the bottom of the bottle, or else 
slippin’ into somethin’ comfortable.” 

“Why, Archie!” Culpepper said in a high falsetto. “T 

.didn’t know you cared?” 

““T don’t, you shmuck.” 

“All right, you guys,” Top Gordon butted in, “recess 
is over. Time to go back to work.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” Dobbs remarked. “We're goin’ back 
to work. Tell ya what, Top. Anybody ever tell ya you're 
not a pain in the ass, don’t believe ’em. They're lying.” 

“Aren’t you supposed to be our point man, Dobbs?” 

.. Gordon wanted to know, then said before Dobbs could 
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respond, “So, get out there an’ point! The night may be 
young, but we sure as hell ain’t gettin’ any younger 
waitin’ for you.” 

“Yes, sir!” Dobbs gave the sloppiest salute he could 
manage under the circumstances, then took his place at 
the front of the line. “All aboard,” he announced, then 
started off in the direction of the nearby Ho Chi Minh 
Trail. 

Master Sergeant Gordon looked forlornly as Fal- 
coni walked by. “What’re you gonna do with a gold- 
brick like that?” 

“Don’t sweat it, Top,” Falconi said. “You seem to be 
doing just fine.” 

They soon reached the Trail, and, with the Nungs 
and Laotians running cover for them in advance of the 
main party, began moving north. Not hampered by 
having to hack their way through the jungle, they made 
excellent time, moving quickly and quietly toward 


-. their eventual destination of A Sap. 


As they traveled, Culpepper, Richards, and Ray 
Japp were kept extremely busy periodically booby- 
trapping various sections of the Trail. Finger charges, 
fleshettes and claymore antipersonnel mines, fragmen- 
tation and incendiary grenades, and any additional 
nasty surprises they could come up with were left in the 
wake of their passage. By nine o'clock nearly a full 
third of the demolition equipment they had brought 
with them from Hue had been: randomly deposited 
along the Trail. 

“I'll tell ya one thing, Falcon” Culpepper reflected 
“solemnly as the demo team completed stringing a pair 
of frag grenades to a single trip-wire. “I’m damn sure 
pleased I’m not gonna be the one to uncover all the 
tricks we're leavin’ behind us. This may be A Shau 
Valley on the map, but after we get through plantin’ all 
our treats, they’re gonna have to redub this part of the 
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Trail Suicide Alley. There ain't no way no how 
_ Charlie’s gonna come waltzin’ through here without 
getting hit.” 

“Sweet,” Falconi commented. 

“Right,” Culpepper agreed. “My kind of music.” 


Captain Ban swore in disgust, cursing whichever of — 
his ancestors had offended the spirits and earned him 
his present spate of bad fortune. Counting seven of his 
own soldiers, plus the half-dozen of the conscripted 
villagers who had been killed, Ban had lost thirteen 
men courtesy of the booby traps at the ambush site 
where Captain Nih and his troops had been massacred. 

Thirteen men! 

To make matters worse, the trail they had followed 
south for most of the afternoon had eventually proved 
false, a fact that the idiot Private Xo failed to 
acknowledge until just before sunset. By that time Ban 
and his men were forced to withdraw deep into the 
jungle to avoid the many bombs the American aircraft. 
dropped on the Trail soon after dark. For close to an 
hour the bombs rained down, the continuous string of 
explosions leaving Captain Ban with an enormous 
headache that stayed with him long after the. U.S. 
bombers had departed. 

Back on the Trail, Ban reluctantly radioed the details 
of his current dismal situation to the nearest command 
center. in A Sap. The NVA captain suspected the 
animals responsible for the ambush and subsequent 
booby traps had journeyed north instead of south, but. 
felt he had fucked up enough on his own for one day 
not to want to make any more major decisions without 
prior approval of his superiors. Ban knew he was in 
plenty of hot water already, and he had no wish tocook 
alone. 
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As he had hoped, the officers at A Sap concurred . 
with Ban’s assumption that the killers who had 
successfully eliminated Captain Nih’s company were, 
indeed, moving on a northerly course. Futher evidence 
of this, Ban learned, was supported by the fact that a 
NVA private stationed at one of the Communist’s 
observation outposts was overdue filing his scheduled 
radio report by more than six hours. Clearly, the 
strategists at the A Sap command center surmised, 
something was up. 

Pending later instructions, and the arcival of a 
‘second NVA detachment returning from the south that 
would link up with him as soon as possible, Captain 
Ban and his men were ordered to abandon whatever 

-equipment and supplies they had been transporting 
and proceed immediately north on the Trail; there to 
_ seek out and destroy the enemy infiltrators. 

Ban, anxious to avenge the deaths of his friends and 
comrades, as well as to elevate his standing in the eyes 
of his commanders, was only too happy to comply with 
_ the directive. Five minutes after he had finished talking 

_ with A Sap, the eager captain had his men, now free of 
the goods they had been carrying, double-timing it 
back up the Trail. 

Spurring his troops on like a tyrant, driving them 
long and hard, Ban was convinced the only way he 
could salvage the remnants of his nose-diving career 

- was single-handedly to be responsible for appre- 
hending the murderous criminals he was chasing. Drag 
his heels and wait fora backup unit to lend hima hand? 
Nonsense. Only by bringing the ambushing monsters 
to justice could his career be saved. Nothing, the 

_ determined Captain Ban vowed, would stand in his 

way. Nothing would slow him... but: then the 
energetic Private Xo did precisely that. 

Leading the pack of North Vietnamese avengers, Xo 
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had consistently set the pace for the others, moving 
steadily at a speed somewhere between a fast walk and. 
a slow run, his tireless legs eating up the kilometers on 
the Trail. Up and down, up and down, the muscles of 
Xo’s thighs and calves were functioning with a will of 
their own, automatically taking him forward. 

Something snagged on his uniform near his.ankle 
and then broke apart when he pulled on his leg to free 
himself, his mind vaguely aware that he had made a 
mistake. Then his world was consumed with a blinding 
white-hot flash of light as the M-14 thermite grenade he 
had inadvertently triggered exploded in his face. 

His body burning with a flame that soared to an 
incredible 4330 degrees Fahrenheit, Xo’s throat seared 
shut before he could scream, and for the next twenty- 
nine seconds Captain Ban and his men watched 
horrified as their former comrade ended his life as a 
human fireball. The flames died and so did Private Xo, 
a bloody vapor hissing from his charred, smoldering 
corpse. 

“Keep moving! Keep moving!” Ban screamed the 
order, accepting Xo’s death as a minor setback. If the 
fool had been more careful and paid attention, he 
would still be alive; that’s all there was to it. “Move out! 
Move out!” 

But before they succeeded in going another hundred 
yards it happened again—a pair of thermite grenades 
playing a deadly and instant game of meltdown with 
two of Ban’s best-liked soldiers, the heat from the 
detonations washing the doomed men in a head-to-toe 
shower of flame, and reducing the barrels of their 
AK-47s to the consistency of warm licorice. 

Ban was stumped. If they continued on their present 
course of action, then, at the rate they were being 
killed, the men would all be dead before they ever 
caught up with the infiltrators. Yet if they. remained 
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where they were because of the undeniable threat of 
some well-placed booby traps, then the ambushing 
devils they were chasing were sure to escape. 

_ The inside of Ban’s skull felt like a kettle drum 
concert for the deaf as he mentally debated what todo. 
If he hoped to retain any of his soldiers for some hard- 
line fighting later on, then he had to find an alternative 
method of proceeding without putting their heads on 
the chopping block. 

Suddenly, the solution to his problem came to him in 
a burst of inspiration. Why risk the lives of his men at 
all? There was no reason for them to physically be 
responsible for clearing the Trail of booby traps. Ban 
still had fourteen conscripted villagers who could do 
the job for him. 

“You!” Ban shouted to the nearest villager, a 
quivering mass of flesh and bone who wore his fear like 
a shroud. “You have been elected to make sure the way 
ahead for us is safe. Get moving.” 

The villager held his ground. “Please, captain, Ido 
not. 

Ban wasn't in the mood for excuses. Whipping his 
Tokarev from his holster, he pointed the pistol at the 
chest of the villager and fired . ... slaying the protesting 
dog midsentence. Ban turned his attention to the next 
villager in line. “What do you have to say?” 

“Don’t shoot! I’m going! I’m going!” the villager 
squealed, deciding that taking his chances on the Trail 
was preferable to the certainty of a bullet from Ban’s 
gun. He turned and scampered up the Trail with a hip- 
hopping step that told Captain Ban everything was 
going to work out fine. Already Ban’s headache was 
beginning to fade. Fifteen seconds, an erupting 
fleshette mine, and a dead villager later, the pain in 
Ban’s head came roaring back with a vengeance. — 

The Tokarev in his hand, Ban grimly regarded 
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another of the villagers. “All right! You-next. Go!” 
Reluctantly, the helpless conscript swallowed his 
terror and did as he was told. 


“Whoops, there goes another one,” Culpepper - 
remarked as a fresh explosion from one of their booby 
traps made itself known. That’s six in a row now. 
Charlie’s gettin’ clumsy.” 

“He ain’t gettin’ clumsy,” Ray Japp suggested with 
authority. “The blasts are coming too soon after one 
another for that.” 

Blue Richards shrugged. “What do y'all think it is, 
then?” 

“My guess says Charlie’s got some poor group of 
local yokels running cover for ’em.” 

“Dirty bastards,” Toby Barker said. “It'd be just like 
them, too.” 

Another explosion went off in the distance as 
Culpepper turned to his CO. “What do you say, 
Falcon?” 

“If Charlie is using locals to get through the booby 
- traps we set, then they’ll catch up to us way before we're 
ready to hit the cache at A Sap.” Falconi rubbed the 
back of his neck, wishing he had a cigar. “It’s no good. 
Our best bet might be to deal with em now on our 
terms; having to settle with them closer to A Sap will 
muck up things for sure.” 

“Why don’t we keep moving?” the CIA advisor 
called Scotch offered. “I can have a couple of my 
Nungs double back through the jungle and check 
things out. It’ll give us a chance to know who and what 
we're up against if we decide to hit them like you say.” 

“Good idea,” Falconi nodded to Gordon. “How do 
you feel about that, Top?” 

The Black Eagles’ senior sergeant replied, “Scotch i is 
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_Tight. Sendin’ his boys out for a looksee is just what the 
doctor ordered. It always pays to know who you're 
gonna fight before ya get into the ring. And if we do 
wind up fightin’, well that’s okay by me, too,”. he 
reflected. “To tell ya the truth, I was gettin’ kinda 
bored.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 


It took the able Nung mercenaries less than two 
hours to complete the round trip of the scouting 
mission Scotch had sent them on. Once they did, the 
report they made verified Ray Japp’s earlier appraisal 
of the situation down south. 

The NVA captain running the show to the rear was 
using men from one of the local villages to locate a safe 
route up the Trail. When the Nungs had seen what they 
came for, five of the villagers had been alive, but since 
three explosions had sounded during their hike to 
rejoin Falconi and the others, the general consensus 
was that only two of the locals were left. The 
Communists’ troop strength was determined to be 
twenty-three men. 

“So, that’s the picture,” Scotch brought his explana- 
tion of the Nungs’ recon report to a close. “The 
villagers, even if there happen to be any of ’em left alive 
when the Reds reach us, are unarmed. From the shape 
of things, I don’t think the NVA captain would feel 
comfortable knowing the locals had weapons.” 

“Essentially, then,” Falconi noted, “we're talking 
about close to a couple dozen NVA. No great shakes as 
far as that’s concerned. Not only do we outnumber 
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them, but the odds favor that they’ve been humpin’ it 
fairly hard today for them to get this close to us so fast. 

If that’s the case, those suckers have got to be bushed.” 
' “Instead of relaxed and refreshed like us,” Dobbs 
said, then added. “Seriously, Falcon, we're never 
gonna make it to A Sap on the QT with these clowns 
doggin’ our heels. The numbers sound right. I say let’s 
ace out the scumbags now while we have ‘em where we 
want ’em.” ; 

“Love your choice of words, Arch,” Falconi told 
him, “but what you say is true. Unless somebody’s got a 
personal gripe against it, I'm prepared to have the 
Communists catch up to us. Any, objections?” And 
when none were made, he told the men assembled 
before him, “It’s a landslide, then.” 

Which it was. 


‘Captain Ban had just ordered his last surviving 
villager to take to the Trail and was contemplating 
what to do after this one fell victim to another of the 
never-ending booby traps when... wonder of won- 
ders ... the villager was able to walk and to keep on 
walking without getting roasted, toasted, or blown to 
bits. 
Ban could not believe the luck, his or the villager’s. 
Secretly, he had been wrestling with the problem of 
which of his men he would order to clear the way 
through the valley of death, and now such a decision 
wasn’t necessary. His perseverance in the face of 
increasingly depressing conditions, Ban admitted, had 
paid off. Thanks to his steadfast determination, he and 
his men could nowcontinue their interrupted search up 
the Trail with impunity. 

.Ban congratulated himself for a job well done, 
noticing as he.did so that the last of the villagers was . 
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still marching forward. 

“Villager!” Ban shouted. “That's far enough! You 
can come back now!” 

But if the fortunate villager heard the command, he 
gave no indication of that fact as he suddenly broke 
into a run and melted into the night. 

“Captain!” one of Ban’s men hollered in alarm. “He’s 
getting away. Shall I run and bring him back?” 

“Let the coward go,” Ban said. “He’s shown us that 
the Trail ahead is safe. Trying to catch him now would 
only waste more time, and that’s an expense we can ill 
afford. Let the coward go.” 

The soldier saluted. “Very well, Captain Ban.” 

“What you can do... Corporal Tho, isn’t it?” 

Tho nodded. 

“What you can do, Corporal Tho,” Ban went on, “is: 
to take your place at the front-of our column and lead 
your comrades up the Trail.” 

“A privilege and an honor.” The eager-to-please Tho 
saluted again, then hurried to carry out Ban’s orders. 

Within minutes the soldiers were back into the swing 
of things, double-timing it up the Trail in hot pursuit of 
an enemy many of them had mentally killed more than 
once that day. One kilometer fell in the wake of their 
; rapid pace, then two. They were chewing up the Trail, 
eating at the distance separating them from their rivals. 
The excitement of bloodlust lay heavy on their hearts. 

- Corporal Tho cried out unexpectedly as he lost his 
footing and stumbled tothe ground, apparently 
knocked unconscious by the fall. Ban pushed his way 
to the front of the line to investigate the accident and 
found Tho sprawled face down in the dirt. Ban 
supposed his corporal had hit his head on a.rock. Bad 
luck, but still worlds removed from walking into a land 
mine. 

“You two,” Ban spoke, pointing with his chin toa . 
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couple of his men who were standing close by, “help 
him to his feet. He'll be all right. He probably bumped 
his head or something when he fell.” 

The soldiers crossed to the stricken Corporal Tho as 
a distant sound, not unlike that of another booby trap - 
- exploding behind them on the Trail, was heard. The 
soldiers over Tho hesitated as the mysterious noise 
reached their ears. 

“Hurry up!” Ban barked, uncertain of what the 
explosion meant, and not that sure he wanted to know. 
“We haven't got all night. Get Tho on his feet and be 
done with it.” 

“Yes, sir,” the NVA privates chorused, then each . 
grasped: one of Corporal Tho’s shoulders and. lifted, 
getting their comrade to waist-level off the ground 
before the true source of his mishap became visible—a 
gaping bullet wound in the center of his chest. 

Dropping the body like it was infested with disease, 

the two soldiers backed away as Captain Ban spun on 
_ his heels to alert the rest of his men. 
_ “Nap di\” he cried out his warning, and then his 
' crying was for real as the jungle on both sides of the 
Trail suddenly went mad with the chatter of gunfire. 
Perhaps my friends knew what they were talking 
about, Ban’s mind resolved while his body was being — 
stitched left, right, and center with bullets from his 
unseen enemy’s weapons. 

Perhaps my frien...? 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


The NVA captain was still on the losing end of a 
catch-the-bullet contest when Falconi polished him off 
for good with a double dose of death from the silenced - 
M-3 Grease Gun. One moment the Communist officer 
was twitching about like a traffic cop with the shakes, 
and the next he was toppling to the dirt sporting a 
bloody new haircut that ran to the bridge of his nose. 

As the Black Eagles and their allies opened fire, 
Falconi directed the .45s from his SMG at the pair of 

_stunned Reds holding down the fort next to their dead 
captain. Falconi’s first target was rolling his head tothe - 
heavens as though seeking a spiritual answer out of his 
dire predicament, so Falconi generously showed him 
the path to enlightenment, hitting the soldier with a 
cross-cutting salvo that ripped the man across the gut 
and sent him doubling over in a shrieking fit of pain. 

Target number two was swinging his AK-47 up into 
play, ready to shoot at anything he could hit, when he 
was surprised to learn his assault rifle’s.trigger had - 
disappeared. Glancing down, he let out a freakish 
laugh and saw he was mistaken. The trigger was there. 
His right hand wasn’t. Then someone pulled the plug 
on his generator and he was drowning in a pool of 
darkness. 
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Having witnessed the brutal death of their com- 
mander, most of the NVA Communists reacted to the 
“ambush attack by rushing for the tantalizing safety of 
the jungle on both sides of the Trail. Few made it, and 
those who did needn’t have bothered. 

Culpepper removed the safety pin on the lemon- 
shaped M26 he was holding with a. twisting-pulling 
motion, took aim on a group of four Charlies clustered 
together like a barbershop quartet sporting guns, and 
allowed the grenade to roll off his fingers with a 
snapping motion of his wrist. His pitch was perfect, - 
dropping the grenade in the middle of the four NVAs. 
It exploded seconds later, shredding Ho’s songbirds in 
a fatal hailstorm of flying shrapnel. 

Culpepper watched his targets all bow out of the 
picture at once, then reached for another grenade. 

Much of Malpractice’s professional career had 

-found him using his remarkable talents to save lives. 
~ Sometimes conditions dictated he do just the opposite. 
This was one of those times. 

The Black Eagles’ medic was bearing down with his 
‘ 9mm Model 45 SMG on a lone AK-toting NVA when 
another of the Communists fleeing the heat scorching 
the Trail suddenly came crashing through the bush to 
the left. Malpractice’s response to the commotion was 
automatic, turning to the source of the disturbance and 
bringing the Swedish Gustaf around just as his 
adversary attempted to mow the medic down witha 
-battered-looking Type 56 assault rifle. 

The Communists’ elation at finally having one of the 
enemy infiltrators in his sights lasted as long as it took 
Malpractice to work the trigger of his M45 and hose 
the soldier across the gut with a Parabellum bellyache. 
The Chinese clone of the Kalashnikov slipped from the 

_ dead soldier’s unfeeling hands, and the body collapsed - 
in a useless heap. 

On the opposite side of the Trail two NVAs broke 
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through to the jungle and ran straight.into one of the 
Laotian mercenaries. All three fired their weapons 
simultaneously, the Laotian‘taking direct hits to the 
area just right of his sternum and another deep in his 
stomach. One of the Communists dropped to the 
ground a second behind much of his large intestine, 
while his comrade, thinking he had escaped the 
incident without a scratch, quickly discovered how 
fatally wrong he was. 

The dying Laotian was already sinking into oblivion, 

‘but as a parting gesture he whipped. out the hook- 
bladed machete hanging at his waist and buried its true 
edge solidly in the skull and between the eyes of his 
enemy. Knowing he had given the Communists twice 
what they had given him, the Laotian smiled soltly and 
died. 

Two and a half minutes after the shooting had 

. Started most of the Communists of the late Captain . 
' Ban’s detachment were either dead or in the process of 
getting that way. Sporadic gunfire was heard for 
‘several more seconds, and then, once he was certain the 
opposition had cashed in their chips, Falconi called the 

party to a halt. 
“That’s it!” he shouted, loud enough for everyone 
" present to hear. “Everybody out of the water!” 

One by one the Black Eagles and the rest filed out of 
their hiding places, Dobbs audibly humming a familiar 
tune as he stepped from the jungle. 

“I’ve Been Working on the Trailroad,” Dobbs sang, 
“All the Live Long ...so, why’d we stop shooting, 
Falcon? We run outta Communists?” 

“Yeah, Archie,” Falconi supplied. “We did, for a 
fact.” 

“Shit!” Dobbs swore. “And just when I was startin’ 

- to enjoy myself.” 
“You'll survive,” Falconi said. 
. “Sure the hell hope so.” 
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A head check determined that, while all twenty-three 
members of the NVA detachment had been slain inthe 
ambush, the total number of casualties was shared by 
both sides of the conflict. Besides the Laotian, who had 
perished in a manner befitting the harsh discipline he 
had followed in life, two of the Chinese Nungs had also 
been killed. They were found surrounded by the bodies 
of five dead Communists. 

- “We have fifteen minutes and then I want us off and 
away,” Falconi announced: “Dump all confiscated 
_ weapons together in a pile. Last thing we do before we 
leave is to give the stuffa thermite bath.” He signaled to 
Culpepper. “Calvin, drum up plenty of nice surprises 
for Charlie to find after we’re gone. You and Blue 
string the fireworks on the Trail however you see fit. 
Japp ... I want you to rig any enemy dead that made it 
to the bush. A cleanup crew will be out here soon 
_. enough, and I'd like it a lot if some of them wound up 
- needing the mop and bucket treatment, too.” 

“Consider it done,” Ray Japp said, then went to do 
his job. 

“Hey, Falcon!” Sergeant Toby Barker emerged from 
’ the jungle at the far edge of the ambush site carrying an 
armload of AKs. “Any special place ya got in mind for 
us to put these... ?” . 

Then a deafening explosion rocked the ground at the 
‘young light infantry specialist’s feet—tearing a jagged 
crater in the earth. Capable of penetrating up to seven 
~ inches of armor plate, the rocket-propelled grenade’s 

shaped charge warhead instantly reduced the USMC 
sergeant to bits of bone and bloody rags. 

“Aw, fuck!” Falconi dropped what he was doing and 
scattered with the others for safety as a second RPG-2 
hit home. 

_ “Shit and shinola!” Culpepper shouted as his feet left 
the Trail and he dove for cover. “Who the hell invited 
the cavalry?” 
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Convinced that the RPG-2s had dealt a decisive 
blow to their enemy, Lieutenant Xa, the officer leading 
the detachment that had been ordered to fortify 
Captain Ban’s. unit, gave the word for his men to 
charge. Three of Xa’s original twenty-one soldiers had 
already fallen victim to a.booby trap that had 
obviously been set by the very foes they were trying to 
apprehend. The lieutenant had witnessed firsthand © 
what the ambushing murderers had done to poor 
Captain ‘Nih and his troops, and, unless he was 
mistaken, a sick feeling nagging at the back of Xa’s 
mind told him that Captain Ban and his men had 
suffered a similar fate. 

All of them slaughtered bya band of cowardly killers 
who were, this very moment, attempting to escape! Out 
of respect for his departed comrades, the lieutenant 
could not allow that to happen. Asa matter of pride to 
the uniform he wore, Xa knew he’d rather die first. 

“Kill them all!” Xa encouraged his men as they 
charged rushing up the Trail. “Let none of the animals 
be spared! Remember the courage of Captains Nihand 
Ban! Find the enemy! Kill the enemy! Let it be done!” 

But in order to slay the enemy as Xa wished, it was 
first necessary to be able to see the enemy—a 
. requirement, evidently, that the lieutenant and his men 
‘had little likelihood of fulfilling. Xa became painfully 
aware of this strategic oversight when they reached the 
first of the bodies of Ban’s slain NVAs and the jungle to 
either side of their position on the Trail suddenly 
‘blossomed with the ugly staccato of automatic weap- 
ons, 

Lieutenant Xa dimly wondered if this was how it had 
been for Nih and Ban, then told himself not to worry 
about it. In a heartbeat or two he'd be able to ask them 
in person. 

But it happened even sooner. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


“Are you feeling better now?” 

“Yes, thank you.” 

“Perhaps it was s something you ate?” 
- “Maybe it was.” 
Lieutenant Colonel Gregori Krashchenko took his 

seat behind his desk and popped a round antacid tablet 
-into his mouth, chewing it noisily before it had a chance 
to dissolve. It was another late night at the office. 

Krashchenko picked up the report that had helped 

instigate his nauseous condition in the first place. “This 
trouble in A Shau Valley has me concerned. One 
detachment completely wiped out; the possibility that 
two more companies have suffered the same fate. 
Booby traps, ambushes .. . I don’t like it. And there 
- have been no confirmed dead among the opposition?” 

Major Truong Van turned his empty palms to the 
ceiling. “None, I'm afraid. Insofar as our intelligence 
sources have been able to ascertain, our forces on the 
Ho Chi Minh Trail have all been attacked by ghosts. 
They haven't been able to uncover a single clue that 
could help us.” 

“Hang the clues.” Krashchenko ate another antacid. 
“I have all the clues I need: hit and run strikes, your 
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valiant soldiers butchered, the Trail rigged with booby 
traps, no sign of the perpetrators responsible—it all 
smacks of an operation Falconi and his damned Black 
Eagles would be involved in.” 

“We can’t be positive about that,” Truong offered. 
“For all we know, they could still be at the Citadel in 
Hue.” 

“That’s absurd. We had reports that an entourage of 
vehicles made a journey from the Citadel to Phu Bai 
Airport last night.” 

“True, but our observers were unable to determine 
precisely who the vehicle’s passengers were.” 

“What's been happening in the A Shau Valley today 
- should tell us the answer to that one. The Black Eagles 

had to have left Hue yesterday evening.” 

“If only we could be sure.” 

Krashchenko waved the report in his hand. “We are, 
and this latest report proves it. Major Falconi and his 
gangsters are in A Shau Valley, but the question is 
why? The American bombers are already doing their 
best to transform the area into a wasteland.”. . 

Truong agreed. “Yes, but while the bombs have 
understandably created a formidable disturbance, for 
the most part they have been totally ineffective in 
halting the flow of supplies to our comrades waging the 
war of reunification in the South. If Major Falconi and 
his men are operating now in the vicinity of A Shau 
Valley, then perhaps they could be there to augment 
the efforts of the U.S. bombers?” 

‘Krashchenko shook his head. “There has to be more 

to it than that, The Black Eagles are too highly valued a 
‘team to be thrown into an area simply to engage in the 

kind of skirmishes contained in this report. There must . 
_be another reason for their presence.” 

Truong checked some information on his copy of the 
report. “The infiltrators, whether or not it’s the Black 
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Eagles, appear to be moving north. That doesn’t make 
_ sense. Strategically, the only thing we have going in 
that direction is the command garrison at A Sap and 
one of our underground cache storehouses; hardly the 
stuff for a Black Eagles’ production.” 

Krashchenko shrugged. “And there’s nothing else 
you can think of?” 

“Not unless you want to consider two minor 
outposts at friendly villages located to the southeast 


and southwest of A Sap. But again, it wouldn’t be - 


worth the trouble to try and launch a strike against 
them. They’re simply of such little consequence that I 
can’t comprehend the Black Eagles’ hitting either. To 
my knowledge the Americans agree. Both villages have 
only been subjected to infrequent shellings, which 
would scarcely be the case if they believed the outposts 
were of greater importance.” 

“Trying to second-guess Falconi’s mob is a stupid 
waste of time,” the Soviet KGB colonel commented 
sourly, “While we’re fumbling to decide exactly what it 
- is the Black Eagles are up to, they're proceeding to their 
eventual goal, whatever it may be, unchecked. Need I 
remind you, Major Truong, that both our careers hinge 
on promptly eliminating Falconi and his Black 
Eagles?” 

“You might just as well remind the sun to come up 
each morning,” the North Vietnamese major replied 
snidely. “But enough of this bickering. If, as you 
suggest, the Black Eagles are operating in A Shau _ 
Valley, then it would serve our mutual interests to 
ensure that their visit is made as unpleasant as 
possible.” 

“I agree wholeheartedly.” 

“Finally we're getting somewhere, then,” Truong 
said with relief. “What would you suggest we do, 
Comrade Krashchenko?” 
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“Working on the assumption that the Black Eagles 
are in A Shau Valley for more of their dirty work, I 
would say it'd be an excellent idea if all available 
manpower was funneled into the area at once. The 
more we saturate A Shau Valley with our loyal 
brethren, the greater our chances will be of stopping - 

‘the Black Eagles before they can do further damage to 
our cause.” 

“Plus it will increase the likelihood of your capturing 
Major Falconi.” . 
“Yes.” Krashchenko worked another antacid from 
its wrapper. “The thought had crossed my mind.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


Following their victorious encounter with the third 
detachment of North Vietnamese Communists they 
had faced that day, the Black Eagles and their 
mercenary companions completed whatever work 
‘needed doing in the space of twenty minutes. While the 
team’s trio of demolition experts put their concerted - 
talents to use rigging the site with booby traps, the rest 
of the men spent their time gathering all the enemy 
firearms they could find and dumping them ina pile in 
the center of the Trail. 

Of the four who had perished battling the Reds, 
USMC Sergeant Toby Barker presented the least 
difficulty. When the RPG-2 rocket exploded at his feet, 
_there hadn’t been enough of the handsome light 
weapons specialist left to stuff an envelope. The slain 
pair of Chinese Nungs and one dead Laotian, though, 
were another story. 

Stripped before participating in the mission of any- 
identification that might link them, if captured or 
killed, to the CIA or the Black Eagles, the bodies of the 
three men were carried and placed by their fellow 
mercenaries in a row ten yards removed from the 
. mound of assorted NVA combat gear. 
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Falconi waited for Culpepper to signal that the demo 
team’s booby trapping chores were over, then gave the 
okay for the disposal of the Communist weaponry and 
the bodies of the mercs to proceed. Seconds later, and 
with everyone positioned well out of danger, four M14 
incendiary grenades were detonated—bathing weap- 
ons and bodies alike in a living sheet of white-hot 
flame. 

At the end of a minute the separate items cooking in 
the fire had been reduced by the thermite to twisted, 
smoldering lumps, each virtually indistinguishable 
from the other. The grim task of disposing of the bodies 
behind them, Falconi gladly gave the order to move 
out. ; 

Heading north under the cover of darkness, they 
made good time, traveling a respectable distance 
without meeting up with any more Communists. 
Gradually, the mountainous terrain they had been 

operating in for the past twenty-four hours gave way to 
countryside that was mostly flat. Although this 
enabled them to cover ground even faster, the lowlands 
initially still contained enough dense forest or jungle to 
hamper their progress. 

All through the night they marched, stopping once at 
midnight for a meal of dubious quality and a full half- 

_ hour of much needed rest. As soon as the men were 
_ sitting, the mosquitoes attacked them in droves, 
feasting on any piece of exposed flesh they could : 
locate. 

“Heaven help me if I have to drop a load between 
now and morning,” Dobbs laughed softly, finishing up 
the last bite of his C-ration pound cake. “The fuckin’ 
bugs would chew my ass off.” 

“Make sure you're careful when ya have to piss, 
then,” Charlie Tripper advised. “That could be worse.” 

Culpepper chuckled. “No sweat. Dobbs is safe. 
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These here are hungry mosquitoes, Tripper. They’re 
lookin’ for the main course . . . not just a snack.” 

“What're ya talkin’ with this snack crap, Calvin?” 
Dobbs demanded as those present shared the humor of 
the moment. “With a guy of my... uh, dimensions, 
the friggin’ skeeters would think they'd sat down toa 
banquet.” 

“If that’s true,” Culpepper shot back, “when they got 
to me they’d have plenty of room for dessert.” 

‘Their break period over, the men were soon back 
humping the Trail, marching the entire night and into 
the wee hours of the morning to get as close to A Sap as 
possible, The air as they progressed along was damp 
and heavy with moisture, causing the men to sweat 
continuously and their uniforms to stick to their bodies 
as though pasted there. Finally, with dawn still more 
than an hour away, the group turned inland to find a 
_ secure place where they could sit out the now-familiar 
visits of the American bombers. 

Their wait for the bombers to arrive wasa short one, 
and, within ten minutes of settling down ina section of 
the jungle where the vegetation grew exceptionally 
thick, the nearby Trail was being peppered with 
bombs, Midway through the attack a light rain began 
' falling, and by the time.the bombers had finished their 
run, the sky overhead had unleashed a downpour. 

“Thanks,” Dobbs said to Ray Swift Elk, somehow 
blaming the Black Eagles’ full-blooded Sioux intelli- 
. gence sergeant for the rain. 

“You're welcome,” Swift Elk replied, not quite sure 
what Dobbs was talking about. 
.  Slogging through the rain and mud, they had 
covered half the distance of their hike back to the Trail 
when one of the Nung scouts who had been traveling 
ahead of the group returned abruptly for a conference 
with Scotch. The CIA advisor listened to what his man 
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had to say, then went to see Falconi. 

“What's the word?” asked the Black Eagles’ boss. 

“Activity,” Scotch said. “And lots of it.” 

“Moving this way?” 

Scotch shook his head. “Nah, fairly much limited to 
the Trail.” 

“A small favor for us,” Falconi noted. “Did your 
man specify numbers?” 5 

“Two detachments, from what he could see. 
maybe more.” — 

“We'd better have a looksee, then. This could be 
serious.” ‘ 

“Right. ” 

Moving single-file, their weapons held at the ready, 
the. Black Eagles et al cautiously made their way 
through the jungle. Despite the pounding of the rain, 
which effectively masked any external sounds of their 
passage, the men took extra precautions to ensure that — 
their movements were especially quiet. With the 
presence of enemy troops in the immediate area a given 
fact, they could not afford any careless mistakes. 

Sunrise came and went as the new day arrived witha 
soggy whimper, the darkness of night stepped aside for 
' the graying light of morning to take its place. 
Gradually, the forest of foliage the men were pushing 
~ through began thinning out until, at last, they were able 
to view the traffic on the Trail unobserved. 

What Falconi saw when he did so brought him no 
joy. Instead of two NVA detachments as expected, 
Falconi calculated the total closer to five; more than 
one hundred fifty Communists altogether. Another 
disturbing revelation was that, while all of the NVAs 
were moving into the highlands, none were engaged in 
transporting equipment or supplies to the South. 

All the soldiers appeared to be carrying was a hodge- 
podge of handguns, assault rifles, and the odd SMG. 
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As Falconi watched, the North Vietnamese grunts 
hurried past his place of concealment, while their 
commanding officers constantly urged the troops to 
greater speeds. 

“Nice mean-looking bunch,” Culpepper whispered. 

“I don’t want to have to find out,” Falconi said. 
“Leastways not yet.” 

“What they remind me of is a good ol’ boys’ huntin’ 
party from back home.” 

“I know. And somethin’ tells me we're the ones 
they're out to bag.” 

“Comforting thought. Shit!” 

“Is right.” 

Eventually the Red parade drew to a close and the 
_ tail-end of the Communist column vanished around a 
bend in the Trail. Falconi waited a quarter-hour to 
make sure the NVAs were not returning, then passed 
the order along the line that they should move out.’ 
With the Nung scouts and Archie Dobbs working 
together in advance of the main unit, they traveled 
unhampered by further interference for the balance of 
the morning. 

Lunch was consumed on the march, by which time 
the annoying rainstorm had run its course, and brief 
patches of sunshine could be seen vying for control of 
the skies. 

With the passing of the rain the humidity level on the 
Trail jumped several notches above unbearable. 
Everyone felt like a muddy mess. They had been 
slogging it steadily for more than twenty-four hours 
now, and most would not have complained too loudly 
if Falconi had announced that the attack on the supply 
cache near A Sap had been postponed to alow them 
eight hours’ sleep. 

There was a theory that said a man aged a year for 
each month he spent in the field in Nam. An 
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examination of the expressions the Black Eagles and 
their mike cohorts wore would have supported such a 
belief with room to spare. On the move and under the 
constant threat of discovery since their arrival in A 
Shau Valley two nights ago, the men had enjoyed few 
moments of undisturbed rest. 

Including Whitaker, who had been killed when the 
Black Eagles first arrived in Hue, the mission involving 
Ho’s Terror Trail had cost the lives of five good men. 
That fact weighed heavily on everyone's mind, espe- 
cially since the deadliest part of their A Shau adventure 
was still to come. 

At two o'clock they came to within a kilometer of 
their ultimate destination—the site of the old French 
airport outside of A Sap. Falconi looked until he 
discovered a suitable location where they could safely 
lay low for a while, and, after posting the Nungs and 
Laotians on watch in a circle about the temporary 
camp, called the rest of the men together to review the 
important details of the upcoming strike. 

“For argument’s sake;” Falconi began, “let’s say that 
where we are right now is roughly at the center of a very 
large triangle. Straight ahead that way,” he pointed 
north, “at the apex of the triangle, is where we will find 
our final objective, the underground supply cache near 
the airport that our Boys in Blue have been unable to 
destroy. Northwest of our objective is the town of A 
Sap which, with my sincerest apologies to you, Dobbs, 
we will not be visiting this evening. 

“At the bottom left corner of the-triangle, approxi- 
mately two and a half kilometers away, and then three 
klicks to our right, at the opposite corner, are two. 
villages. Both are known to be sympathetic to Charlie’s 
reunification program, and have therefore rolled out 
. the Red carpet for their comrade NVAs. 

“Our strike tonight will involve four phases of 
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action, the first being hitting both of the villages south 
of A Sap simultaneously. This will begin with timed 
charges our demo team will arrange, quickly followed 
by heavy artillery back up from the FSBs in the 
mountains around us. ; 

“We know from the observations we made this 
morning that the Communists know we're here. 
Obviously, though, they aren’t too sure where to start 
looking, otherwise they wouldn’t be searching for us to 
the south.” 

“What about A Sap, Falcon?” Dobbs felt obliged to 
interrupt. “Just ‘cause we saw those NVAs skatin’ 
down the Trail earlier today doesn’t necessarily mean 
they left the town empty.” 

“Which is why we'll get the show underway tonight 
by hittin’ the two villages. Doing that, hopefully, will 
’ convince whoever’s still on tap at A Sap to race to the 

villages for the rescue; the likelihood of that's 
happening being fairly high, to my way of thinking, 
because we’ve managed to cause such a stink since our 
arrival. If the Communists think they have a chance of 
switchin’ off our lights permanently, you can bet your 
ass they’re gonna come down on where they think we 
are with everything they've got.” 

“Sure,” Dobbs said, “we create a diversion and while 

‘the Reds are checking it out, we move in and clobber 
their supply depot.” 

- Falconi nodded. “Got it.” 

“Neat,” Dobbs smiled. 

“Once we’re certain the ploy of the phony attacks on 
the villages has done the trick, we move in like Dobbs 
says and tear the hell outta the supply cache. That's 
phase two of the operation taken care of.” 

“And phase three?” Skinny Maywood inquired. 

“Will come into play once we've left the under- 
ground storehouse in ruins. By that time the A Sap 
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bunch should know they’ve been duped, and will be 
heading back to town. That’s when we call in some 
more heat from the fire support bases. Charlie will be 
beaucoup anxious to nail our asses. The FSBs should 
set up a demarcation line the Reds can’t penetrate.” 

“And then phase four will be for us to haul our hides 
to a predesignated LZ and hitch a ride home with the 
Air America cowboys,” the team’s supply sergeant, 
Charlie Tripper, offered. “And how far, pray tell, do we 
have to go before we get picked up? I ain’t exactly a 
record holder of the hundred yard dash,” the rotund 
veteran confessed. 

“You don’t have to be,” Falconi explained. “The Air 
America jockeys will be waiting to pick us up less than. 
a mile from the airport.” 

“That could be sticky if they’re flying in from Phu 
Bai,” Sparks Martin voiced his concern. ~ 

“They won't be,” Falcon said. “When the fire 

‘support bases get the okay to start slamming the 
villages, that'll be the signal for the choppers takin’ us 
out to lift off from the Be Loung Heliport. For all 
intents and purposes, they should be at our pickup 
point pretty much about the same time we get there.” 

“Falcon, what time do we rig our charges to blow at 
the villages?” Culpepper asked. 

“Twenty-one hundred tonight. You and Scotch will 
go with his Nungs and string the village to our right. 
Richards . . . you’ll accompany Bourbon and his men 
to the one on our left. Each team will depart near dusk, 
which will give you enough time to get back here before 
the show starts.” 

“What about me?” Ray Japp asked. “As part of the 
demolitions team, shouldn’t I be going with Richards 
or Culpepper?” 

“Sorry, Japp. I know from your personnel file © 
that you’ve dealt with these underground supply 
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caches before.” 

“Yeah. So?” 

“So, when I’m ready to hit the damn place, I want 
you right there beside me. From what I understand 
they can get hairy.” 

“And badly in need of a shave,” Japp added. 

- “Right. In the meantime, there’s another little errand 
I want you to run.” 

“What's that?” 

“Although we know the underground storage 
facility i is situated somewhere close by the old French 
airport, its exact location is unknown to us.” 

“Not too surprising,” Japp admitted. “You gotta 
give Charlie his due. He’s a master at concealment. 
Most the caches I’ve come up against were found by 
accident; half the time-we didn’t even know they were 
there.” 

“Which isn’t a factor in this case. Unfortunately, 
simply knowing the cache exists doesn’t do us a bit of 
good if we can’t get inside.” 

“] know, Falcon,” Japp agreed. “Sure would be nice 
to have a key, wouldn’t it?” 

“A key?” Falconi massaged the two-day growth of 
beard on his face and chin. “What do you have in 
mind?” 

Japp smiled thinly. “I’m gonna take a little walk and 
think up something for us. Don’t worry. I'll come up 
with something.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


An ear. Japp had been prepared to take a toe, a 
finger, or whatever else he could find dangling and 
available, but in the end all it took was a single ear. 

Ray Japp had promised Falconi he'd come up with 
something—a key to discovering the location of the 
hidden underground supply cache, The newest addi- 
tion to the Black Eagles had come through with flying 
colors. 

Departing the team’s temporary base camp with a 
pair of Laotian mercenaries at his side, Japp had only 
been gone for an hour and fifteen minutes when he and 
the mercs returned with the key they needed to 
complete their mission. 

The key was an NVA private who openly regarded 
his captors with undisguised contempt. Bound, with 
his hands tied behind him and a gag stuffed in his 
mouth, the Communist was hustled to a small clearing 
about two hundred yards from the camp where Falconi 
and the others were waiting. 

“Here we go,” Japp said, clipping his prisoner 
behind the knees, causing the Red to fall to the ground. 
“Here’s where we'll have our little chat, fella.” 

“You want to work on him alone or with an 
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audience?” one of the Laotian mercs inquired. 

“Pm a solo artist,” Japp replied. 

“You want us to go back to the camp and tell the 
Falcon we captured this Communist pig?” the merc 
asked. 

“Shit no,” Japp growled. “Falcon and the rest of his. 

’ guys know you can’t fight a war by the rules, but I 
figure they won’t approve of my style of interroga- 
tion... if you know what I mean?” - 

“We know what you mean,” the Laotian admitted. 
“How long do you think it will take?” 

“Not long.” Japp shrugged and glanced down at his 
prisoner. “This bastard looks tough, but I’ve seen 
tougher. Pll probably break him in less than ten 
minutes.” 

“We'll leave you two alone then,” the merc smiled. 
“And we'll make sure you don’t get disturbed until 
you've finished with him.” 

“Don’t get too close to camp,” Japp advised. “You 
guys would feel damn stupid if you got shot by our own 
people because you fucked up and startled a sentry.” 
. The two Laotians departed. Japp turned his full 
attention to the NVA prisoner. He began by telling the 

- captive in Vietnamese that he was going to remove the 
man’s gag, but that, under penalty of severe bodily 
harm, under no circumstances was the man to begin 
shouting or screaming for help. When asked if he 
understood what Japp was saying, the insolent 
Communist nodded his head once. Taking his knife, 
Japp cut the gag free and asked the NVA his name. 

“Private Loi,” the Red’s terse reply shot back. “And 
that is all I am prepared to tell a stinking Yankee dog 
like you.” 

“That is most unfortunate, Private Loi.” The tone of 

- Japp’s voice was calm and peaceful. “You see, my 
friends and I are working under a very tight schedule. 
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We require information which Iam certain you possess 
and, unless you tell me what we wish to know, thenI’m . 
afraid I can’t be held responsible for what may 
happen.” , 

“T tell you nothing.” 

“There is a major underground storehouse,” Japp 
continued as though Loi had not spoken. “Which is 
near the old French airport where you were captured. 
It would be nice if my friends and I had all day and 
"night to go looking for it, but we don’t. And that’s why 
we need your assistance. We wish to know the location 
of this storehouse.” 

Private Loi shrugged smugly, his lower lip protrud- 
ing an inch out from the upper. “You are wasting your 
time.” 

Faster than Loi’s eyes could follow, Japp jerked the 
NVA’s head to the left and, with his right hand gripping 
the hilt of his knife, quickly slashed off the Commu- 
nist’s left ear. Loi’s pouting lip disappeared like magic 
and he opened his mouth to scream as Japp viciously 
forced the man’s head to the right. The blade of the 
knife moved to the top of the remaining ear. 

“Unless you want to go through life known as Loi the 
Fish Head, I suggest you forget about screaming and 
creating a nuisance of yourself,” Japp advised, his tone 
serene, “My friends and I have been up all night, and 
the last thing we need are headaches from you. You'll 
be quiet, eh?” 

Blood streamed down the side of his face from where 
his ear had been severed. Loi swallowed his pain and 
nodded. 

“Excellent.” Japp let Loi’s head go and took the 
knife away from the Communist’s one good ear. “Now 
that we have established a line of communication, Iam . 
sure you are eager to tell me the answer to my question. 
Where in the vicinity of the old French airport is the 
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underground supply cache?” 

But instead of replying, the injured Private Loi 
simply gritted his teeth in defiance and remained silent. 

“Ah, you disappoint me, comrade,” Japp sighed, 
letting his knife slip beneath the belt of Loi’s trousers. © 
“I’ve been more than fair, but you're still being 
stubborn . . . something I just can’t . . . but why go on? 
You have your duty. I have mine. And once you are 
gone I am certain I will find another of your comrades 
more reasonable about answering my questions. 
You've already lost an ear, and you are about to lose 
something else.” Japp flicked his wrist and the knife. 
cut Loi’s belt.in half. “I hope you’re hungry.” 

“Wait!” Loi cried out before Japp’s knife went to 
work. “I will answer your questions.” 

“Good,” Japp reached down and picked up Loi’s 
amputated ear, flinging it off into the brush like a 
miniature Frisbee. “Now you're talking.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 


The noise from the not-too-distant explosions 
reached their position in stereo as the time charges 
ringing the two villages went off. 

“Curtain going up, Sparks.” Falconi signaled to his 
radio operator. “Get on the horn to the FSBs and tell 
‘em to Start the show.” 

- “Will do,” Sparks Martin affirmed, promptly relay- 
ing Falconi’s message to the nearby fire support bases 
of Whip, Blind, Torch, and Tennessee. No sooner had 
he finished, it seemed, when a fusillade of destruction 
began raining down on the area in and about the 
villages, each powerful round from the big guns. 
punching into the earth with an angry rumble. 

- “Hope Culpepper and Richards got clear okay,” 
Martin expressed his concern. 

“I’m sure they did,” Falconi said. Owing to the fact 
that many of the NVA troops they'd seen heading 
south on the Trail that morning had returned to A Sap 
empty-handed near dusk, the departure of Culpepper 
and Richards to their respective village targets had 
been delayed until long after dark. Consequently, with 
an incréase in the local concentration of Reds, 
traveling to and from the villages safely took more 
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time. Which was why, Falconi reasoned, his men had. 
yet to return. “Culpepper and Richards know they’re 
supposed to be back with us before we attack the 
‘supply cache. For that matter, so do Bourbon and 
Scotch and their men. I’m sure they’ll all pop up any 
second now. In the meantime, what we have to do is see 
if the A Sap bunch swallows the bait.” 

' Standing at the edge of a clearing directly across 
from the end of the dilapidated runway of the old — 
airport, their faces obscured by the effects of cammie - 
makeup, Falconi and his Black Eagles enjoyed a 
relatively unobstructed view of A Sap. As they waited 
and watched, the barrage of heavy artillery from the 
fire support bases continued unabated, hitting’ the 
villages for several more minutes before coming to an 
abrupt halt. Almost immediately sirens, which had 
probably been triggered at the onset of the attack, 
could be heard screaming across the rooftops of the 
town. Their wailing seemed to grow in intensity, and 
then two colulmns of NVA detachments broke away 
from A Sap and split into opposing directions, each of 
the columns making for one of the shell-shocked 
villages. 

The Communists wationed: at A Sap, Falconi was 
relieved to note, had swallowed the bait and sent their 
available forces out in a belated attempt to thwart the 
apparent aggressors. Culpepper and Richards had yet 
to rejoin the group, but Falconi couldn’t afford to wait 
any longer. If the Black Eagles didn’t hit the supply 
cache while the odds were in their favor, it was highly 
unlikely they would get a second chance. 

“It’s time to move out,” Falconi announced. - 

“What about Culpepper and the others?” asked Ray 
Swift Elk. 

“We'll just have to hope they catch up to us before it’s 
time to go home.” Falconi turned to Japp. “How’s that 


210 


key of yours?” 

Japp grinned. “Ready to unlock some fuckin’ big 
doors.” 

“Glad to hear it,” Falconi said. “Let's make it short 
and sweet.” 

_ _ Wearing a ‘bandage Malpractice had applied to 
stanch the flow of blood from his missing left ear, a 
_thoroughly defeated Private Loi was-brought to the 

front of the pack and shoved forward by Japp. 

“Tien lent” Japp ordered in Vietnamese as Loi, still 
bound securely with his hands tied behind him and the 
gag stuffed in his mouth, did as he was told. Another 
shove from Japp and the grim-faced private was 
practically running to show them the entrance to the 
underground storehouse. | 

The ground they were on was uneven and full of 
craters caused by repeated abuse from dropping bombs 
and incoming artillery. Twice Japp was forced to help 
Loi to his feet after the Communist stumbled and fell. 
As they ran, Falconi caught movement out of the 
corner of his eye and was relieved to see Blue Richards, 
Bourbon, and the Laotians reup with the group. 

But what the hell was keeping Culpepper? 

They came to the end of the cratered area and 
entered the ruins of the old French airport, Private Loi 
slowing down out of necessity as the dense foliage 
populating the terrain made it impossible to carry on at 
such great speeds. Overhead, the light from a half- 
moon painted the ground ina silvery glow, showing the 
men snarls of weeds pushing between massive fissures 
in the airport runway. 

Private Loi led them to the left and then to the right, 
finally. stopping before a seemingly barren section of 
property covered over with a fine blanket of grass. The 
unremarkable stretch of lawn began where they were 
standing and ended in shadows against the crumbling 
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wall of a forgotten building. Loi pointed with his chin 
where Japp could find what he was looking for, then 
stepped aside while the enemy of his people hurriedly 
put the information of his betrayal to use. 

Feeling in the shadows with their hands where the 
lawn met with the wall, the Black Eagles and Laotians 
soon discovered where large metal handles had been 
planted in the earth. Brushing the dirt and grass aside, 
four sets of the handles were uncovered, two on the left, 
another pair on the right. Working with two men 
positioned at each handle, Falconi gave a count of 
three and then everyone pulled, straining against the 
weight they were trying to shift. At first nothing 
happened, but when Falconi again counted to three, 
the results produced were immediate; the men gripping 
the handles stepped backward, and a hole leading into 
the ground opened up at Falconi’s feet. 

“Great key ya found for us, Japp,” Falconi reported. 
“We coulda scoured the airport for ages and not 
latched on to this place.” 

Japp responded to the compliment by forcing his 
prisoner to the base of the ramp going into the hole. 
“Private Loi has one more duty to perform, then I 
suspect he’s off to that Big Locksmith in the sky.” 

Shots erupted in the distance from the direction of 

_the village Culpepper had gone to. 

“That can only mean trouble,” Falconi decided. 
“We'd better hurry if we’re gonna pull this off.” 

Leaving the men of Fire Team Bravo and five of the 
Laotians topside to safeguard the entrance to the 
cache, Falconi, Bourbon, the rest of the Laotians and 
the remaining Black Eagles descended below into the 
underground storehouse. For more than twelve feet the 
‘ramp continued, cutting between walls layered alter- 
nately with bamboo, cement, dried mud, and PSB 

corrugated metal. One look at the way the walls were 
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designed and it was easy to see why bombs and 
- incoming artillery had not disturbed the integrity of the 
cache. 

At the bottom of the ramp was a wide, low-ceilinged 
corridor that extended for a short distance before © 
making a turn to the left. A string of lights had been set 
into the walls ‘of the tunnel at intervals of one every 
fifteen feet. As far as they could tell the corridor was. 
~ deserted. 

“Mal,” Falconi told the team’s medic, “you, Sparks, 
and Kim wait here. We may have to exit ina hurry and 
it could be some cover fire will come in handy.” He 
looked from side to side as though considering his next 
move. “What next?” - 

Japp leaned in close to Falconi and whispered. “I 

‘think we should let Private ca lead the way.’ 

Falconi nodded. 

Pushing the Communist private forward, Japp 
slapped the muzzle of his Sten Mark 5 against the Red’s 
back and ordered the NVA to run. Helpless to do 
otherwise, Private Li obeyed the command and took 
off in a trot along the tunnel, getting midway down the . 

‘ length of the underground hallway when the floor 
beneath his outstretched right foot disappeared. 

Desperately, the NVA fought to maintain his 
balance—an impossibility given the fact that his 
hands were tied at his back. He tottered on the brink of 
disaster for a second, then pitched forward and out of 
- sight, a muffled. scream filtering through his gag. 

Wary of the possibility of additional booby traps 
lining the tunnel, Falconi and his companions carefully 
advanced to where Private Loi had vanished. A crude 
trapdoor had been set into the floor above a pit laced 
with knife-sharpened branches, each of the jagged 
sticks more than a yard long. Private Loi had fallen 
headfirst into the pit, and there were three of the 
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primitive spears protruding from his back like stiff 
wooden fingers. . 

“I hope Loi liked his trip,” Japp commented. 

“I'm sure he got the point,” Falconi observed, then 
added.:“We better step on it. That trapdoor could have 
set off an alarm.” 

Deftly bypassing the potential dangers of the pit, the 
assault force continued their penetration of the NVA 
cache as fast as was feasibly safe. Rapidly approaching 
where the corridor veered off to the right, Falconi 
raised his hand and brought the procession to a swift 
standstill. At first the men to the rear were puzzled, but 
then they, too, heard what Falconi had . . . the noise of 
slapping footsteps rushing in their direction. 

“Japp and I will take them,” Falconi advised softly. 

“Less racket that way.” 

Then he turned to regard the bend in the tunnel as 
five anxious NVAs came charging around it. The look 
of astonishment on their faces was transformed to a 
mutual study of pain and despair as Falconi and Japp 
went to work—their silenced SMGs ripping into the 
Communists and knocking them down before they 
could fire a shot. 

“Let’s go!” Falconi hissed as the last of the Reds hit 
the dust. 

Hurrying around the bend in the tunnel, they came 
to aseries of rooms branching off to the side. While one 
of the rooms did house crates of unpacked 
Kalashnikovs and boxes of ammo for the assault rifles, 
the other rooms on that level contained nothing more. 
sinister than uniforms, blankets, and general field- 
supplies. 

“Set it fora torch on the way out,” Falconi instructed 
Blue Richards, then they raced ahead and followed the 
corridor as it dropped to level two. 

‘The first room on the second level of the Commu- 
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nists’ storage facility contained Soviet-made light 
artillery weapons by the dozens. RPG-2s, B-10 82mm 
guns, and dismantled 120mm M43 heavy-duty mortars 
were stacked floor to ceiling. The next room in line was. 
filled to overflowing with grenades,. land mines, 
ammunition of varied description, mortars and bombs. 
Oddly enough, the final room they examined con- 
tained an abundance of medical supplies, a sizable 
portion of which was pacKed in boxes labeled as being 
from Switzerland. : : 
“Hmmmph,” Dobbs frowned. “That's the last 
fuckin’ piece of their cheese this boy’ll ever eat!” 
“Pve seen this setup before,” Japp said. “It means 
there’s probably a full-fledged hospital operating on 
one of the lower levels.” ; 
“Damn!” Skinny Maywood swore. “How deep do ya 
think this baby goes?” 
“Three or four levels, at least,” Japp sanplied: 
Leaving Ray Japp with Maywod and Dobbs to assist 
- him in rigging the floor for a blast timed to go in five 
minutes, Falconi, Top Gordon, Bourbon, and the 
Laotians swiftly made their way to level three. Fagin 
had mentioned the widespread belief that this supply 
depot was doubling as an R & R center for the North 
Vietnamese, and that suspicion was confirmed as they 
reached the third level and found it honeycombed with 
compartments brimming with Communist troops. 
“Nguy-hiem!” a high-pitched voice howled, then an 
AK-wielding NVA leaped into the corridor in front of 
them and began shooting. y 
Diving. low and to the right to avoid the attack, 
Falconi took aim and unleashed the might of his M-3 
Grease Gun, his trigger finger releasing a swarm of 
silenced .45s that coughed from his SMG and 
splattered the Communist soldier to bloody paste. The 
Red’s eyes rolled to white in his skull and he flopped to 
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the floor in a pool of blood. 

By now everyone within the underground complex 
knew the security of their cache had been violated. 
Enemy bullets thudded into the dirt walls close to . 
Falconi’s face as he and the others crouched below the 
line of fire in the tunnel. Quickly reloading, Falconi 
withdrew a M26 grenade from his utility pouch, 
_ prepared it to blow, then rolled it off his fingers in an 
underhanded softball pitch. The grenade sailed 
through the air true to the target area Falconi had 
aimed for, and five seconds later the living compounds 
to either side of the exploding M26 were ready for 
vacancy signs. 

’ The fragmentation grenade brought a temporary lull 
* to the fighting as Falconi glanced behind to where one 
of the Laotians was lying dead on the ground from a 
headshot. Then the Communists were firing again. 

“That shoots the tour,” Top Gordon complained, 
throwing out a neat burst of return fire. “We'll never be 
able to learn if there’s a hospital here.” 

“It’s checkout time if there is,” Falconi barked as 
Bourbon hollered. 

“What about our friends up ahead?” 

Falconi dug out an M-14 incendiary grenade, and, 
clamping his hand around the safety lever, pulled its 
pin free. “We fry ‘em! Once Japp’s party gets hoppin’ 
upstairs, down here it’s gonna be Barbeque City. The 
Commies’ cook!” 

“Gotch ya!” Bourbon said. 

Falconi lobbed the M-14 in a solid throw in front of 
him, then spun on his heels to backtrack upstairs. 
“Time to split!” 

With Falconi in the lead, they began retracing their 
steps, rounding the corner of the ramp going up just as 
the thermite grenade Falconi had thrown went nova. 
As the M-14’s intense white-hot flame splashed level 
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three and a half-dozen of its residents with molten hell, 
Falconi and the others reached the second level. 

“Japp!” Falconi yelled. 

“Yo!” came the reply from the ammunition store- 
room. 

Falconi ran ahead and noted how Japp, Dobbs, and 
Maywood were putting the finishing touches to 
some demolition handiwork. “We have to hit it!” 

- “We've got it wired, Falcon,” Japp told him. “Let's 
‘o!” 

With Falconi taking the lead the men dashed single- 
file along the underground passageway, following it up 
in a record-breaking run to the first level. As they 
passed Blue Richards in the room full of AKs, the wiry 
Alabaman took his place in line. 

“Coming through!” Falconi shouted, rounding the 
bend and coming within sight of Malpractice, Chun 
Kim, and Sparks Martin. Falconi made it to the edge of 
the spear-lined pit and kept going, throwing himself 
- forward and clearing the trap with inches to spare. One 
by one those tagging behind the Black Eagles’ CO did 
the same—all jumping over the deadly hole ina similar 
fashion. 

“What’s the rush?” Malpractice questioned. “You in 
a hurry?” 

“Could say that,” Falconi replied, aware of the 
clamor of automatic weapons fire drifting in from 
outside the entrance to the cache. “What's the story up 
top?” 

Mal shrugged. “Culpepper’s back, I think, but he 
seems to have invited half the North Vietnamese Army 
over for a bash. Tripper yelled to us that the Reds have 
*em pinned down.” 

_ “Dandy,” Falconi sighed. “This place is set to fly 
in...?” He looked to Japp. “How long’ve we got?” 

“Three and a half minutes.” 
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“Fuck!” Maywood whistled. 

“I'm gettin’ thirsty,” insisted Dobbs. 

Excited shouts came bouncing at them from the far 
end of the cache’s corridor as a mob of angry NVAs 
from level three attacked. 

Falconi fired a quick burst down the tunnel with his 

M-3 as Sparks Martin unexpectedly gasped loudly in 
pain. - 
“Son-of-a-bitch!” he managed, then sagged to his 
knees—a gaping cavity decorating the right side of his 
chest. Air wheezed. from the wound with a dry brittle 
_ sound as Maywood slipped to his back and died. 

“That's just great!” Malpractice hollered, bringing 
his 9mm Model 45 submachine gun into play alongside 
Falconi’s M-3. The two men worked in unison, 
washing the tunnel in a blazing stream of death that 
butchered everything in its path. 

“What about Sparks?” Maywood asked. 

Japp reached down and lifted Martin’s radio into his 
arms as Falconi started climbing the ramp to the top. 

“Leave him,” Falconi said, reloading his Grease Gun 
for the second time in five minutes. Then he was 
- through the entrance to the cache and back outside. 

“Calvin!” 

- “Here, Falcon!” . 

Keeping low, Falconi sought out his senior demo 
man, finding him situated behind the protection of a 
‘crumbled section of wall. Bullets appeared to be 
whizzing indiscriminately through the air. 

“What the hell happened, Culpepper?” 

“Not all the fish swallowed our bait. The detachment 
sent to the village we mined somehow latched onto the 
fact that something screwy was going on and wound up 
trailing us here.” _ ; 

Falconi glanced around. “Where’s Scotch?” 

“Farming,” Culpepper said. 
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“So’s Martin,” Falconi offered. | 

“What about the radio?” 

“I have it!” Ray Japp ran over to where Falconi and 
Culpepper were conversing. “Thought I'd get some of 
the FSBs to help us out. Where’s Charlie?” 

“Too fuckin’ close for artillery!” Culpepper pointed 
southeast. “They’re not more than a couple hundred 
yards that way.” 

“Piece of cake,” Japp confessed. 

“My ass!” Culpepper laughed nervously. “You're 
crazy! Any incoming now'll blow us all to hell!” 

“That'll happen in a couple minutes anyway,” Japp 
reported, unfolding a map that he produced from 
inside his shirt. 

“Where'd that come from?” inquired Falconi. 

“Always keep a spare,” Japp answered, holding the 
map up to the moonlight as he regarded Culpepper. 
“We're parked on a time bomb, Calvin. If we don’t get 
clear of here in the next ninety seconds or so, all of us 
are dead.” 

‘ “Falcon?” Culpepper turned hopefully to Falconi. 

“Japp s right. The fire support bases are our only 
chance.” 

“Well, shit!” Culpepper grumbled. 

Japp squinted to make out the coordinates he 
needed, then put through a call to Torch and Blind, the 
nearest FSBs to their location. The Black Eagles’ latest 
recruit signed off with what could only have been a 
mad cackle, then motioned to Falconi. “It’s quittin’ 
time. Where do we catch our ride out? Due east from 
here, right?” 

“You got it,” Falconi said, ordering his men to move 
out. 

“This is. one flight I don’t wanna miss!” Dobbs 
proclaimed. 

“Ditto in triplicate,” Tripper yelled. 
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Together everyone hurried to make their exit, 
deserting their. precarious position at the entrance to 
. the underground supply depot and sprinting to where 
‘the vegetation overran the broken chunks of pavement 
at the end of the runway. The ground trembled and 
rocked beneath their feet, and then they were balancing 
between a pair of earthquakes as the munitions within 
‘the cache went off at the same time the incoming 
artillery from the fire support bases began slamming 
. into the enemy’s ranks. 

A fresh rumble of havoc shook the earth at their 
‘heels as tongues of fire spurted from the entrance to the 
cache and splashed the evening with flaming colors as 
dark black smoke filled the sky. 

Falconi contemplated the fiery heavens in silence, 
then turned and continued running. There had been 
enough killing for one day. Now it was time to go 
home. 
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EPILOGUE 


An hour later inan office in Hanoi, a miserable KGB 
colonel named Krashchenko sat at his desk, eyes 
closed, with his hands folded in front of him. Had he 
not been an avowed atheist, he might have been 
mistaken for a man lost in prayer. 

“You assured me, Comrade Truong,” he spoke 
quietly, slowly opening his eyes. “You said the Black 
Eagles would not attack the supply cache at A Sap, that 
they would have no reason to launch an assault sim 
the two villages south of the town.” 

“What evidence can I possibly present in my 
defense?” Truong humbly asked. “I told you what I 
truly believed. It was a slight tactical miscalculation on 
my part; nothing more.” 

“Ha! Millions of rubles’ worth of equipment totally 
lost, two friendly villages obliterated, and close to six 
full detachments of North Vietnamese soldiers com- 
pletely wiped out ...and you would pass this off asa 
‘slight tactical miscalculation’? You've really put our 
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necks into it this time, you fool! What else could go 
wrong?” 

Truong’s phone rang. “Major Tiubus Van,” he 
answered, then cupped his hand over the receiver. “It’s 
- for you, Comrade Krashchenko.” He smiled thinly and 
held out the phone. “It’s Moscow.” 
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